Liberty University John W. Rawlings School of Divinity

Using Mentor/Apprentice Relationships in Discipleship Groups to Develop Missional
Leaders in The Church of the Covenant

A Thesis Project Submitted to
the Faculty of Liberty University School of Divinity
in Candidacy for the Degree of
Doctor of Ministry

By
Scott Shetter

Lynchburg, Virginia
October 2021

Copyright © 2021 by Scott Shetter
All Rights Reserved

ii

Liberty University John W. Rawlings School of Divinity

Thesis Project Approval Sheet

Paul M. Simpson, DMin.
Instructor______________________
Mentor Name &Title

Dr. David Hirschman, PhD.
Professor of Religion
__
Reader Name &Title

iii

Acknowledgements
This research could not have been done without the support of so many. It has been an
honor to be on this journey with you. First, I would like to thank my loving wife, Kimberly.
Without your constant encouragement and your patience as this ate up all my free time, I do not
think it would have been completed.
I would like to acknowledge the members of the First Presbyterian Church of Castle
Shannon who encouraged me to get started and showed great interest in the project. I will be
forever grateful for your love and support. Thank you for challenging me to press on even when
that meant that God had separate plans for us.
I would also like to express my sincerest thanks to the people at The Church of the
Covenant. You welcomed me during the project and participated in it without hesitation. You
have been a blessing to me many times over, and I pray that this will ultimately transform you.
To my dear brother in Christ, Dr. Stu Broberg, I thank you for every word and note of
encouragement along the way. You have lifted my spirits during this process more times than
you will ever know and your constant, vigilant prayer for me has been a perpetual source of
inspiration.
Thank you to the Associate Pastor Nominating Committee for not only bringing me to
The Church of the Covenant, but for also being the first in line every time I have asked for
volunteers to help me out. Specifically, thank you Kim O’Donnell for all your support
throughout this and for being willing to lead the Discipleship Ministries Task Force and organize
all the interviews.
To the office and to the Church Administrator, Debi Nicolella, thank you for the time you
took to get the questionnaires printed and sent to the congregation and for being willing to be the

iv

clearinghouse when they returned. Your help was so appreciated. Also, thank you to all the
volunteers who came in and stuffed envelopes. You are all angels.
Thank you also goes to the focus group. You were so willing to be guinea pigs for me
and look how much you have grown. I cannot wait to see how you develop groups and leaders
in the future and to see the ministry you are starting multiply.
I cannot express how deep my gratitude is for Kathy Teagarden. I do not think you knew
exactly what you took on when I asked you to be my editor. You have gone far above and
beyond by reading chapters repeatedly. You may now have a break from having to fix an
infinite number of reflexive pronoun errors.
Mark Simpson, you came into this as my mentor, and your direction, time, and prayers
have been incalculable toward the fulfillment of this project. I will be forever grateful for your
support; however, as I finish this project, I no longer call you mentor but call you friend. I
cannot wait to see how our ministry within the Kingdom of God continues to intersect.
Finally, and by no means least, thank you Jesus for giving me the strength to press on
when I felt like giving up and the friends to encourage me when I needed it most. May what I
have learned in this process be used to glorify your name and see your kingdom grow.

Thank you everyone,
Scott Shetter

v

THE DOCTOR OF MINISTRY THESIS PROJECT ABSTRACT
Scott Shetter
Liberty University John W. Rawlings School of Divinity, 2021
Mentor: Dr. Paul Mark Simpson
The purpose of this project is to cultivate a disciple making leadership development
strategy at The Church of the Covenant. It will use questionnaires and interviews to gain a
knowledge of the depth of understanding the congregation has regarding discipleship, small
groups, and leadership as well as gain an understanding regarding why small group ministries
have never been able to grab a foothold at the church. A focus group will be gathered to preview
the plan to create a culture of discipleship in the church as well as a mentor/apprentice format for
developing new leaders in the group. The church considers itself a traditional church and is a
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Small group ministry has a long history of developing disciples of Jesus in the church
dating all the way back into the New Testament. It is also the environment in which Scripture
identifies an opportunity to develop leaders in the church.1 It is a structure that is different from
what the church has been doing over recent centuries.
This project is designed to address the need for a focused leadership development
program at The Church of the Covenant in Washington, Pennsylvania. The expectation is to use
small group discipleship models alongside a mentor/apprentice model based upon biblical
examples to create the above stated leadership development.
In many churches, particularly in the Presbyterian church, there is a limited level of
leadership training and development. It has been the observation of the researcher, in the
churches in which he has participated, that often what happens is that a Nominating Committee
nominates those whom they believe God is calling into positions of leadership within the church.
Those people are accepted by the congregation and installed as elders and deacons.2 That calling
is defined by the denomination as:
Those called to exercise special functions in the church…God gives suitable gifts
for their various duties. In addition to possessing the necessary gifts and abilities,
those who undertake particular ministries should be persons of strong faith,
dedicated discipleship, and love of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Their manner
of life should be a demonstration of the Christian gospel in the church and in the
world. They must have the approval of God’s people and the concurring judgment
of a council of the church.3

1

1 Corinthians 11:1, 2 Timothy 2:2, 2 Corinthians 10:15b, Philippians 4:9.

2
The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Part II: Book of Order 2019−2023, (The Office of
the General Assembly, 2019), 27–28.
3

Book of Order, (G-2.0104), 25.

This is where the broken-down system rapidly deteriorates. The new leader is put
through a very basic course on the responsibilities of their position in the church. This is left to
the individual church as the church polity only stipulates that:
Session shall provide a period of study and preparation, after which the session
shall examine them as to their personal faith; knowledge of the doctrine,
government, and discipline contained in the Constitution of the church; and the
duties of the ministry. If the examination is approved, the session shall appoint a
day for the service of ordination and installation.4
Leaders are then set loose to be a part of the leadership team, left to figure out how to
lead a group of people or a ministry simply by participating in events and watching how others
lead. This is a dangerous situation for the church to find itself as the leaders “shall have
responsibility for governing the congregation and guiding its witness to the sovereign activity of
God in the world, so that the congregation is and becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and
witness.”5
With no mentorship, with no direct training in leadership, with only the past to consider
and preconceived ideas about how leadership should work, the strength of the leadership is left to
flag. It is in this type of environment, where leaders are left to find their own way, that the
church finds itself in a circular trap. It does not have the leadership it needs because it does not
invest in the leadership as it ought. Therefore, the situation is akin to the law of entropy which
states that all things tend toward an ultimate state of inert uniformity.6 Nothing changes because
there is no force for change. Because there is no development, leaders are destined to repeat the
cycle of decisions, for either good or ill, that their predecessors have done before.

4

Book of Order, (G-2.0402), 28.

5

Book of Order, (G-3.0201), 48.

“Definition of ENTROPY,” accessed July 18, 2021, https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/entropy.
6

2

There is a need to develop new leaders, but just not new leaders, a different type of
leader. This new type of leader can only be developed if there is a new process for leadership
development in place. The process of using the mentor/apprentice relationship in the small
group setting will allow the development of leaders built upon their relationship with the Savior.
Ministry Context
The Church of the Covenant is in Southwestern Pennsylvania in the city of Washington.
This small city is in the middle of a predominantly rural county. The church’s demographics are
made up of a wide variety of careers including attorneys, teachers, business owners, medical
professionals, first responders, technology, and construction workers. Many congregants are or
were in leadership or management positions within the businesses from which they come. They
are highly educated but come with preconceived ideas of what leadership is. These notions often
are more in line with concepts of management rather than those of leadership.
Ministry at The Church of the Covenant has a storied history. It is rooted in a series of
expansions and mergers. This quote from the church’s website gives some background:
The heritage of The Church of the Covenant had its beginnings in Washington,
Pennsylvania when the First Presbyterian Church of Washington (established in
1793) outgrew its facilities in 1860. At that time, the Washington Presbytery
organized the Second Presbyterian Church on March 12, 1861. The Congregation
leased a Methodist Protestant building on Beau Street for 14 years and then built
its first church building in 1887 at 65 East Beau Street.
Meanwhile on March 24, 1891 a petition was presented to the Presbytery of
Washington to organize the Third Presbyterian which was formed by members
from both the First and Second Presbyterian churches. This congregation built a
church on Jefferson Avenue.
The Second Presbyterian Church had outgrown its space by 1929. It acquired
property on East Beau Street and built our present gothic structure. The Third
Presbyterian Church was forced out of its building by a redevelopment project in
1959 and voted to merge with the Second Presbyterian Church. Both
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congregations favored the merger and on September 11, 1960 the Church of the
Covenant was established.7
Merging two churches into one has not always been easy. As both churches brought their
own separate traditions and expectations, there have been many times in which old divisions
have interfered with developing ministries;8 however, overall desire for greater unity has led to
greater ministry from The Church of the Covenant.
After significant work to unite the churches and get them working together as one, a
pastor arrived who introduced the concept of small group ministry to the church. This ministry
was not well received by the congregation because it was viewed as an attempt to bring about
separation among them again after working so hard to come together.9 Due to this poorly timed
venture (done at an inopportune time in the church’s history), the congregation generally has
held the concept of small group ministry suspect and rejected its merits nearly entirely.
In the last decade, the most recent Senior Pastor, understanding the nature of New
Testament discipleship and learning from the church’s history, has been working to warm the
congregation to the idea that small groups do not actually divide a congregation but rather unite
it in the common bond of discipleship. This has set the stage for the current Associate Pastor to
enter and begin to develop small group/discipleship group settings.
Upon entering ministry at The Church of the Covenant, the Associate Pastor recognized
that there were still factions among the members of the congregation, not only in terms of their
relationship with small groups, but in other areas as well. As noted above, the church is built in a

The Church of the Covenant, “About Us – The Church of the Covenant,” The Church of the Covenant,
accessed August 30, 2020, http://www.churchofthecov.org/about-the-church/.
7

8

Collective memories that members shared at a luncheon to discuss the church’s history held February 16,

9

Ibid.

2020.

4

Gothic style. As that may indicate, there has been a long and deep trend toward traditional
worship forms.
This means that those who are in positions to influence what services may look like and
how they may function believe in using much more traditional forms in liturgy, music, dress, and
even décor. Other forms of worship are looked on as inferior in many ways by this segment of
the leadership.
A separate portion of the body of believers rallies around more contemporary forms of
worship which includes a praise band with newer music. Unfortunately, this group of
individuals has been left feeling under-represented and unheard on many occasions leaving them
to believe that they must do what they need on their own.10 The division between these two
groups has often led to mistrust and essentially created two churches sharing the same building.11
This is not something that is unique to The Church of the Covenant. Christina Embree
notes, “Generational discipleship, passing the faith from one generation to another through
relationship within a community of faith, can be difficult when a church is structured in a way
that tends to segregate members by ages and stages of development.”12
Embree also notes that “the increase of specialized ministries” and those things based on
“generational likes and dislikes” make it difficult for creating “interaction between
generations.”13 It is the Associate Pastor’s position that all congregants can be united by
crossing those barriers using small groups. As members of the groups begin to build right

This opinion comes out of conversations with multiple members of both types of services, over a year’s
time, who indicated a strong sense of mistrust regarding members of the opposite type of service.
10

11

Ibid.

12
Christina Embree, “Intercessory Prayer Across Generations: A Case Study,” Christian Education Journal
14, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 129.
13

Ibid.

5

relationships founded on love for one another, those relationships will serve to demonstrate that
love by prioritizing the relationships over particular preferences. Also, out of these groups will
arise leaders who will lead the church in new and greater ministries as one body united in Christ.
However, at this time leadership is based on a very structured and somewhat hierarchical
form. Those who are in leadership positions are there through a two-fold process. First, in
accordance with denominational polity and as referenced earlier, a Nominating Committee looks
through the members of the congregation seeking out those who may be called by God to
particular forms of service. Those members are asked if they are willing to serve and then are
brought before the congregation. Then, the congregation is asked to vote to approve those being
nominated. Upon the congregation’s acceptance of the slate of nominees, a date is set to install
them into their respective leadership positions.14
The primary leadership body is the Session. These members are broken down into a
series of committees who then have a chair of the committee and a second who is watching the
process of how things are done in anticipation of being the upcoming chair. In this way, there is
always a rotation of leadership that represents all demographics in the congregation; however,
this does not allow the development of leaders from within the body through the work of
apprenticeship and discipleship. Rather, it assigns people to fill vacant slots and learn the
process of leading a very specific part of the body. Instead of building up spiritual leadership in
the church, it creates task-specific leaders. Work and ministry get done in the church, but this
does not mean that those who do the work have a deep and abiding relationship with the Savior
or with each other. This is not ideal to the life and health of the church body.15

14

Book of Order, (G-2.0401), 27–28.

Steve Rowe, “Leadership Support – Keeping It Simple,” Small Groups, accessed June 23, 2021,
https://www.smallgroups.com/articles/2005/leadership-support-keeping-it-simple.html.
15
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Problem Presented
Jesus told His Apostles to go and make disciples.16 That directive continues for the
church today. “The mandate,” as Antione Hutchins states, “is not an antiquated speech that
passes with time – it is a timeless command that extends beyond generations.”17 The Church of
the Covenant has endeavored to make disciples throughout its long history. Like most churches
with as rich a history as The Church of the Covenant, this congregation used many of the
traditional programs and offerings that were proffered throughout church history.
The early church’s model of leadership looked more like an apprentice program in which
the teachers would not only disciple and evangelize through small group/small church settings,
but they would focus on training up new leaders who would in turn train up new leaders, thus
multiplying the number of disciples and house churches.18
Today, that which is called the traditional church has, by and large, lost this strategy of
developing leaders. Instead, they have created a culture in which the member becomes a
consumer with the expectation that ministry and evangelism is done by the professionals.19 No
longer do the churches develop leaders who develop leaders. The biblical concept that every
member of the body of Christ is a minister of the Gospel has been replaced.20

16

Matthew 28:19.

Antione Jevon Hutchins, “Equipping Members for More Effective Discipleship at Christian Unity Baptist
Church in Waldorf, Maryland” (D.Ed.Min., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2019), 11, accessed June
22, 2021, http://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/2296636414/abstract/2C8DB57C87C54F9DPQ/38.
17

18

2 Timothy 2:2.

19
Ed Stetzer, “Killing the Clergy-Laity Caste System” (Christianity Today, July 2012), accessed January
26, 2016, http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2012/july/laypeople-and-killing-clergy.html.
20

Mike Breen, Multiplying Missional Leaders: From Half-Hearted Volunteers to a Mobilized Kingdom
Force (Pawleys Island, SC: 3 Dimensions Ministries, 2012), 3.

7

“Membership orientation,” Hutchins states, “may be the start in that one-day intensive,
but there must be an ongoing journey of equipping members for more effective discipleship.”21
Many churches develop small group ministries to balance this problem. The Church of the
Covenant is not different in that regard. To develop more of a discipleship culture among the
members, the church has begun adding small groups to its programming. It is a good start, but it
does not go far enough. Getting a limited number of people together for a small devotion around
a table primarily focused on fellowship is not the ideal that Jesus sought from His disciples.
Discipleship cannot be just one more thing to do in the church. It must become the heartbeat of
who the church is. Members should be driven to live their lives in pursuit of the Savior and
living in holiness.22
The goal of the church should be to move from small groups as a program of the church
to small groups being the church. All mission and ministry develop from these missional
communities. The mission of Christ was reproduced through the development of leaders in a
small group.23 His call was then that His disciples should multiply themselves in the same
way.24 It should be the goal of the church to join in that mission. The problem is that The
Church of the Covenant has not and still does not have a disciple making leadership development
strategy.

21
Hutchins, “Equipping Members for More Effective Discipleship at Christian Unity Baptist Church in
Waldorf, Maryland,” 5.

Thad Harvey, “Growing Together: A Study of Christian Discipleship” (D.Min., Asbury Theological
Seminary, 2016), 5, accessed June 22, 2021,
http://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/1818474523/abstract/2C8DB57C87C54F9DPQ/30.
22

Brian Keith Moss, “Leadership Development in the Local Church: An Intentional Strategy for
Developing Leaders at Every Level” (Liberty University, 2014), 7, accessed June 5, 2020,
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/doctoral/950/.
23

24

Rod Dempsey and Dave Earley, Leading Healthy, Growing, Multiplying, Small Groups (Lynchburg, VA:
Liberty University Press, 2016), 18.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this Doctor of Ministry action research project is to cultivate a disciple
making leadership development strategy at The Church of the Covenant. The project will strive
to transition the church to a disciple making focus more like the culture of the early church
through which leaders will rise and lead small groups. These leaders will disciple the members
of their groups and identify individuals whom they will apprentice. As noted by Matthew
Younger, a “discipleship culture will only flourish to the degree its members are actively seeking
to make disciples.”25
By developing a discipleship culture, the church will have leaders who will understand
the nature of biblical discipleship models. Leaders will grasp that the nature of biblical
discipleship is both organizational (as in the structures of the small groups) and organic
(recognizing the individual development of those discipled and their leadership potential).26
These leaders will invest themselves into their apprentices beyond what is done in the group
setting and will become mentors. He or she will have the apprentice participate in, and
eventually lead, different parts of future meetings. This will enable the apprentice to grasp the
nature and character of leadership and discipleship. When the apprentice is deemed ready by his
or her mentor, the apprentice will be released to become the leader of another group.27

Matthew Allen Younger, “Creating a Model for Personal and Proactive Discipleship at The Village
Church in Dallas, Texas” (D.Min., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2016), 52, accessed June 23, 2021,
http://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/1795567952/abstract/A041BD7949434762PQ/21.
25

Ibid., 49; Dale L. Lemke, “A Philosophy of Disciple-Centered Leadership,” Christian Education Journal
14, no. 2 (Fall 2017): 271.
26

27

Breen, Multiplying Missional Leaders, 83–88.
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A strategy for different layers of leadership will need to be developed to maintain that
every leader keeps his or her mentor. In time, a leader who has developed multiple leaders may
rise to another level as a coach of a group of his or her apprentice-leaders.28
What is being developed and cultivated by creating a program of this nature is a system
that multiplies leaders and groups. These groups, as they are healthy and growing, evangelize
their friends, bringing them into the fellowship of the body of believers. Healthy groups lead to
healthy members, which in turn leads to healthy churches.29
The Church of the Covenant will be able to be a greater source of hope to the unchurched
people in the surrounding community. Lemke states, “God…is drawing people to faith from
diverse social and cultural backgrounds so that together they can shape the community of
faith.”30 He also says, “a disciple-centered leadership mind-set acknowledges that God is at
work both organizationally and organically in the local community and in the world.”31
Individuals living a life of discipleship will be able to respond to the command of Christ to go
and make disciples.
Basic Assumptions
Based on the history of the church, one can assume that there will be some resistance to
the use of small groups. Since there is a repeating history that rejects small groups, there will be
an expectation that some people will not see small groups as a viable way to create leaders.

28
Dave Ferguson and Jon Ferguson, Exponential: How You and Your Friends Can Start a Missional
Church Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 32.
29

Dempsey and Earley, Leading, 2; Rowe, “Leadership Support – Keeping It Simple.”

30

Lemke, “A Philosophy of Disciple-Centered Leadership,” 280.

31

Ibid., 271.
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Because of the traditional nature and structure of the church, there are those who do not
understand that there is a need to develop leaders in a mentor/apprenticeship relationship. There
likely will be people who believe that choosing leaders for positions and putting them through
some training is all that will be needed for creating leaders; however, it can also be assumed that
there is a core group of people primed and ready to see new ministry and growth take place at
The Church of the Covenant. This group, if sharing that excitement, can be a strong inducement
for others to participate.
Definitions
Leadership, for the purposes of this study, is not a form of management. Walter Wright
states, "Leadership is a relationship between two persons in which one person seeks to influence
the behavior, attitudes, vision, or values of another. It is always a relationship, and it always
rests in the hands of the followers."32
A mentor is a person who invests himself or herself in the life of another seeking to
develop the inherent skills and talents in that person into tools that enhance the body of believers
and demonstrates the spiritual gifts that God has granted that person. “Mentors provide the gift
of sanctuary - the opportunity to withdraw from the pressure of daily work and life and reflect on
what is happening.”33 A mentor who is actively participating in providing this space must “view
leadership as missional and effective leadership as an enabling function.”34

This is not the same

as a teacher who is developing the intellect or a coach who is developing a specific skill set.

32
Walter C. Wright, Mentoring: The Promise of Relational Leadership (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock
Publishers, 2013), 4.
33

Ibid., 34.

Rob Elkington et al., “Leadership as an Enabling Function: Towards a New Paradigm for Local Church
Leadership in the 21st Century,” In die Skriflig 49, no. 3 (2015): 3.
34
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Mentorship is building a relationship that develops spiritual maturity and the use of spiritual gifts
and talents. A mentor is to make a space for an apprentice to learn and grow.
An apprentice is a person who takes up the challenge of the mentor to learn from him or
her all that the mentor knows to hone the apprentice’s own gifts. This person agrees to working
to develop his/her spiritual gifts into the tools that will build up the body of believers. One
author states that an apprentice is “a leader in training.”35 Another says, “The word apprentice
says that you not only are a learner but also are willing and ready to take action that will demand
greater leadership responsibility in order to further the movement of Jesus. Apprentices don’t
just learn; they do what they have been taught and aspire to lead themselves.”36
“Discipleship,” says Maynard, “is a lifelong journey into the abundant life for which we
were created. It is a process of continual development through which we grow in maturity
(become Christ-centered and fully surrendered).”37 As Hilliard notes, the church must realize
that it is a journey, not the destination.38
This research will use the terms small groups, discipleship groups, and missional
communities interchangeably. These terms identify groups of people, no greater than 15 (a
number chosen by the researcher that allows for the greatest participation and accountability by
every member of the group), who gather to study God’s Word and apply it to their real-life
circumstances, worship, pray, and fellowship. The mission of these groups is to develop

35

Dempsey and Earley, Leading, 66.

36

Ferguson and Ferguson, Exponential, 45.

37
Philip Maynard, Membership to Discipleship: Growing Mature Disciples Who Make Disciples (Satellite
Beach, FL: Excellence in Ministry Coaching, 2015), 159.

Shane Hilliard, “Making Disciples: A Church in Transition Within the Community of God,” ProQuest
Dissertations and Theses (D.Min., Drew University, 2018), 14, accessed June 22, 2021,
http://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/2125505757/abstract/7159BF52DEB041A4PQ/1.
38
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disciples of Jesus who grow in spiritual maturity and obey the Great Commission and Great
Commandment. Since leaders develop and emerge when we disciple others, there will no longer
be a need for trying to fill a hole in the leadership, but there will be leaders with a passion ready
to lead ministries into a new era.39
The Great Commission is the direction that Jesus gave to His disciples regarding their
mission to build up the kingdom of God here on earth. He said, “All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey
everything I have commanded you. And surely, I am with you always, to the very end of the
age.”40
The Great Commandment is the summing up of the Law and the Prophets by Jesus.
When approached about which Commandment was the greatest, Jesus responded with, “‘Love
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the
first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All
the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”41 It is out of this statement that
the church is reminded to love God, but it is also reminded to love others. All mission revolves
around these two principles.

39
JoAnn Campbell, “Equipping Congregants to Become Leaders in Discipleship Training” (D.Min., Faith
International University, n.d.), 12, accessed June 23, 2021,
http://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/2466020299/abstract/A041BD7949434762PQ/22.
40

Matthew 28:18-20, New International Version (NIV). Unless otherwise note, all scripture references in
this thesis project will be from the New International Version of the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002).
41

Matthew 22:37-40.
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Limitations
One of the limitations in this study is imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. It has and
will continue to place limitations on the number of people participating in the life of the church.
It may limit participation in this study and require attempting innovative and creative ways to
complete this research project.
In a project that requires the necessity of group interaction, COVID-19 restrictions
prevent the gathering of individuals in groups. This entire project will be limited by the
necessity to create this type of ministry at The Church of the Covenant through a virtual meeting
platform.
A second limitation may be members of the church who refuse to participate in research.
Given the historical resistance to small group ministries, there may be some members who refuse
to participate in even a simple survey.
Delimitations
This research project will be limited to the congregation of The Church of the Covenant.
As the focus of the project is on developing leaders at The Church of the Covenant, there is no
need to expand beyond the membership of the congregation. Therefore, only members the age
of eighteen and up will be asked to participate in the project.
Thesis Statement
If a disciple making leadership strategy is developed using small groups at The Church of
the Covenant, then a disciple making small group ministry will be developed that will cause
leadership and ministry to grow and flourish. Leadership is the key to the success of missional
community. If the leader is not well prepared, is not able to generate excitement, and is not able
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to reproduce in other leaders, the ministry has little chance of succeeding. Stanley Patterson
notes:
The making of leaders is the primary objective in God’s plan, as opposed to
designating a few leaders and a mass of compliant followers. ‘Leading’ the
people of this planet to the person of Jesus Christ is a call to all who believe. To
do so requires first that His people are passionately committed to following Him.
Christians are by definition followers of Jesus – always. Concurrently, they are
processed through discipleship to become effective leaders as a part of the
mission strategy to declare Him to the world.42
Jesus proved that the development of competent and committed leaders would
result in the accomplishment of mission more effectively than efforts to direct
compliant followers to accomplish the same end.43

The problem that exists in the church and is no different in The Church of the Covenant
is that there is a dearth of disciple making leaders being developed.44 Mike Breen of 3
Dimensions Ministries in Pawleys Island, South Carolina, argues that he believes that those in
leadership positions in most churches are not leaders but managers.45 There is a difference
between the two. Managers are people who make sure that everything stays in working order
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and running smoothly. They are the ones who control systems and execute the vision of another
person.
Leaders are those who start with a vision from God and go about influencing and
developing people into their best selves.46 Leaders lead by what they do and how they live.
Breen describes this as making people rather than moving them.47 This is a more difficult task,
but it is the task that Jesus calls His disciples to do. Breen finishes his thought on this by stating,
“What we desperately need are more leaders whose lives and ministries look like the life and
ministry of Jesus.”48
Joshua Rose believes “healthy biblical community expressed through small groups
provides an environment where a disciple can grow or learn all aspects of Christlikeness.”49 He
is not alone. The entire premise behind what Dempsey and Earley write in their book, Leading
Healthy, Growing, Multiplying Small Groups is that healthy leaders lead to healthy groups which
in turn lead to healthy churches.
Based on the model of Jesus and of the early church, the primary purpose of the church is
to continue making leaders that participate in the growth of others.50 The results of following
this model of Jesus are that both leaders and disciples are transformed through the conversation
they have and the recognition that there is still so much to await in the process of becoming
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spiritually mature.51 In addition, spiritually mature leaders will naturally emerge, and with that,
new mission and ministry.52
If leaders are trained to invest themselves in the ministry God has given them, they will
invest in others. That is where Jesus started, with simple investment in a group of apprentices.
Those apprentices changed the world as they went out and reproduced reproducing leaders. The
church flourished then and so can The Church of the Covenant now.
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Chapter 2
Conceptual Framework
The premise of this study is that small group ministry is the place where discipleship and
leadership development ideally take place. Through nurturing a group of people in Christ toward
spiritual maturity, the church’s health and growth are restored and renewed. The goal of the
church should be to make disciples that make disciples.53 As with any living organism, cells not
only grow and divide, but they multiply.54 Making disciples that make disciples causes the
church to grow and multiply thereby leading to greater health and vitality as it lives according to
the purpose for which it was designed.55 As a part of that growth and multiplication of disciples,
mentor/apprentice relationships are used to build next generation leaders.56
Small groups provide the appropriate environment for the development of both disciples
and leaders. Large training sessions do not cultivate the individual’s character and faith in the
way a small group can. Large groups are ideal for passing on knowledge and basics for the
masses whereas small groups are able to deal with the internal absorption of the disciplines
necessary to walk in Christlikeness.
This project is focused on developing spiritually mature leaders in the small group
environment. There is an abundance of literature on the topic with a wealth of knowledge to be
gained. Some of the key points in the literature that are important to the development of a new
discipleship ministry include the biblical and historical significance of discipleship, the
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characteristics of healthy leaders, the development of spiritual disciplines, and the importance of
mentor/apprentice relationships; however, there is a gap in the literature regarding four areas.
The program at The Church of the Covenant must be developed in a historically traditional
environment, a historically resistant environment, within the confines of a mainline
denomination, and during the limitations and restrictions of a pandemic.
As noted before, the church was built in the 1920’s and was built in a Gothic style. It is
steeped in the Presbyterian traditions and worship of the previous century and tends to lean in the
direction of worshipping and doing ministry along the lines of those more conservative
traditions.
The church has been historically resistant to the small group concept. This is based on a
previous attempt to bring small groups into the church at a time when it was seen as dividing the
church as it was learning to unite two churches into one. It has left the idea of small groups
subjected to suspicion by those who remember the history.
Mainline denominations come with a history of polity that can sometimes enhance
ministry and at other times hinder ministry. One must always be aware of what is approved and
what limitations there are. In addition, much of the church polity can fall in what are considered
more traditional forms of worship and ministry. While this does not mean that new ministry is
excluded, it does mean that new ministries must navigate their way in and through the
denominational polity.
During the time that discipleship ministry is trying to take its first steps at The Church of
the Covenant, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused global chaos and extensively impacted the
daily lives of the communities the church serves. This includes the congregation itself as the
church had to close its doors for several months. As the church began to return to worship
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together, limitations were set on the number of those attending the services and all other
gatherings remained virtual; this included the birth of the discipleship ministry.
The literature does not discuss these issues, but it is the belief of the researcher that it also
does not hinder the opportunity to have a fruitful and robust discipleship ministry developed.
This project aims to create the program amidst all four of the previously mentioned gaps by first
investigating what is available in the current literature.
Literature Review
The discussion of leadership must start with the leader’s character.57 “Leaders are
models; we show, through our actions, what true community is.” Scott Mawdesley continues, “If
we are not doing it, the majority won’t do it either.”58 How that leader portrays himself or
herself must align with how he or she carries out daily life.59 That does not mean that there
should be an expectation that leaders are perfect; they are not;60 however, to lead others into a
Christ-like walk of faith, they must be growing in their Christlikeness as well.61
The following categories found within the literature identify both characteristics that
build the character of the leader and lead to the growth and development of the group. They
produce healthy habits for both the leader and the group which, in turn, lead to reproduction and
multiplication. Prayer is the starting point because, as Mike Schreiner and Ken Willard
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proclaim, "Just as prayer is a foundation for a follower of Jesus Christ— prayer must be a
foundation to the course of creating a discipleship process for your church."62
Prayer
Leaders must have an active prayer life.63 Much of a leader’s character is developed
through the amount of time he or she spends with the Master pouring out his or her heart and
listening for His direction and call. Beverly Vos says, “In prayer God reveals to us the hiding
places we have from Him, and He graciously frees us from them.”64 Effective leaders know the
power of prayer and know that their leadership rises and falls on the time spent in prayer.65
Dave Earley states that prayer is not only where a leader pours out his or her heart to
God, but it is also the place where he or she will receive valuable input and insight from God
about important matters if the leader is actively listening.66 This very fact is evidenced in the
ministry of Jesus.
Jesus knew the power of prayer and of spending time with His Father. Before every
major decision noted in the gospels, Jesus secluded Himself and prayed to learn His Father’s
will. Two obvious places where this is evident are before He selected the twelve Apostles67 and
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before He submitted Himself to the Crucifixion.68 Mike Breen describes Jesus’ prayer life as
fundamental as breathing: “He inhaled His Father's presence so He could exhale His Father's
will."69 A small group leader wants to be doing just that. He or she should be so in touch with
God that it is evident that he or she is being obedient to God’s will and leading the group into
that same type of obedience.
A leader’s prayer life is so vital that it is more important than anything else he or she does
for the group.70 Research gives evidence that this is so. Jim Egli states that his research found
two important things: it is more important for the leader to spend time in prayer than for the
leader to plan and prepare for a meeting, and there is a direct correlation between the leader’s
prayer life and the health and vitality of the group.71 Earley would agree with this assessment
though he would also argue that weekly preparation for the meeting affords the leader a greater
sense of confidence.72 Mark Simpson says that this creates “perhaps even a greater sense of
dependence that drives one to additional prayer. Sometimes the planning and preparing humbles
us to recognize how little we know and how ill-prepared we are in our own capacities.”73
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Prayer is the starting point for the leader’s health and character. It is the linchpin on
which the health and growth of the group turns. It is imperative that the leader spend time in
prayer for himself or herself, for the group, and for the individuals in the group.74
If prayer is the starting point of building the character of the leader, it is also a most
important part of a meeting. Having the members of the group pray with and for each other
builds the relationships that create trust and accountability. It is life-giving and increases the
health of the group. "Two of the things Satan fears most are prayer and multiplication,” says
Earley, “Both are in the DNA of small group life. Small groups develop leaders and equip
ministers to take ground from Satan."75
Teaching members of the group to pray for one another and to seek out God’s will builds
their character. It also helps them to understand one another in a way that exists only in a Christ
centered environment, and which separates them from all other groups that gather. Praying is
what separates a Christ-centered small group from a civic group.76 Groups that pray together and
for one another reveal a leader who is developing a healthy group and is ready to take more steps
toward the growth and multiplication of the group and of his or her leadership.
Growth
Prayer is the first priority and always remains the first priority of building the character of
both the leader and the group. In addition, effective leaders are persistently pursuing the growth
of their own spiritual disciplines and the development of their spiritual gifts as well as those of
the members of their groups. Leaders must first look to their own growth because disciples are
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looking for good models. They are looking for someone who reinforces spiritual practices
leading them to spiritual maturity.77
In very straightforward language, Vos states, “In order to be effective at making
disciples, we need to become disciples ourselves.”78 There is no room for a leader who is not
willing to submit to the leadership of Christ. One must be committed to being “Christ-centered
and fully surrendered.”79
It is Karen Miller who asserted that leaders must care for their own souls first, stating that
it is “not optional or extra credit.”80 Disciples are called to give themselves over to Jesus without
holding anything back.81 They are to live in complete submission and obedience, but that takes
work. The leader must be willing to submit to Christ and obey Him and must take the time and
energy it takes to exercise the spiritual disciplines. Rod Dempsey and Dave Earley describe this
as building “spiritual muscles.”82
No runner would enter a race without first going through conditioning.83 Each runner
must spend time strengthening muscles in the legs, diaphragm, core, and even the arms. Even
with all of this, the runner must also condition the mind. Running a long race is grueling and
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requires conditioning the mind to overcome all the obstacles that might be thrown up by the body
as the runner endures the long distance. So it is for the leader of the small group. Discipleship is
a long race and often grueling. The leader’s heart and mind must be conditioned through
discipline to be able to overcome the obstacles that may lie ahead. The leader’s life and
conditioning lay the foundation for that which will be done in the group.84
As the leader grows spiritually, he or she opens the door for others also to participate in
the spiritual disciplines necessary for their own growth. Every Christian has been gifted by the
Spirit for some service within the body with at least one gift.85 As they grow, Christians begin to
understand and use their spiritual gifts for the edification of the body. Maturity is the outcome of
healthy spirituality.86 As each member uses a spiritual gift, the body is made healthy.87 This
allows for the growth and multiplication of the group.
Vision
Now that the leader’s character is becoming more Christ-like, there are other
characteristics that also need to be developed. One of those characteristics is the ability to dream
and cast a vision for the growth and multiplication of the group.88
It may be that one of the great errors of the church today is that it does not create a vision
for multiplication, and without that vision, slowly fades away and dies. Every dream, every
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vision starts with an individual. The church must recognize individuals who have a vision for
the church’s growth and health and encourage them.89
An individual who dares to dream big dreams is a leader with great potential to do great
things for the kingdom of God. When the church allows a leader to dream big, Dave and Jon
Ferguson say that is when the leader learns that God makes those things that seemed impossible
possible.90 Allowing the leader to dream and express that vision to the group gives him or her
the ability to live into the mission to which God has called the leader.
For healthy groups to become missional and multiplying, the leader must be able to live
within the passion God has given him or her. God has a plan to restore the world to what was
intended. He places a passion in individuals so that they will burn with a desire to see His plan
fulfilled.91 Only when they are given the freedom to pursue that passion are leaders able to lead
their groups into the life-giving mission of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Scripture says, “Where there is no prophetic vision the people cast off restraint.”92
Vision gives direction and purpose to any activity. It will certainly give direction to any small
group. Defining the vision and repeating it often will place it in the members’ minds and hearts
and develop the desire to see the group grow and multiply. An effective leader should be casting
a vision for developing new leaders and new groups within a defined and specific time frame.
Dempsey states, “The world is growing at an exponential rate. We need to make sure that we are
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developing exponential strategies (leaders developing leaders) to reach the world with the good
news of Jesus Christ.”93
Selection
An effective leader is casting a vision for developing new leaders. As the group gathers,
the leader should be looking for each member’s strengths and seeking out those who have the
potential to be leaders of future groups. These leaders may come forward in unexpected ways or
may even be reluctant to identify themselves as leaders. Karen Miller states that in her
experience training leaders she starts with the assumption, “This person may not accept that he or
she has a gift of leadership.”94 Dave Earley picks up on this idea with the mindset that every
person in his group is a potential leader;95 however, Winfield Bevins reminds the reader that
Jesus was “intentionally selective” and “did not choose everyone” because those selected were
the men who would be reproducing themselves in other people in the same way Jesus was
reproducing Himself in them.96
Jesus had many disciples who followed Him, but there were twelve whom He singled out
to live in close communion with Him and to learn everything the Father revealed to Him. Even
in that group of twelve, there were three whom Jesus provided even more attention and structure.
These three were to be the leaders of the early church. Into three Jesus poured even more of
Himself. Moss says, "The church was birthed by a leader who invested the majority of His
ministry time mentoring new leaders."97
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While the leader of the group may come to the group expecting that every one of them
has the potential to be leaders and may even assign different aspects of the meeting to some of
them, there will be those in whom he or she will invest greater attention and time, particularly
between meetings, to cultivate their character into the next generation of leaders.
There are specific characteristics that the leader is looking for. Walter Wright pens
leaders should be seeking out those with potential, curiosity, and a desire to learn, strength of
character, shared values, reflective thinking and self-assessment, responsibility for one's own
growth, energy, purpose, and hope.98 Earley would add that they are those with whom the leader
enjoys spending time, are faithful in their personal devotions, follow through on assignments,
and are eager to learn.99
Leaders need to reproduce themselves into next generation leaders if the group is to be
healthy and multiplication is to happen. Leaders must be appropriately selective in the people
into whom they will invest themselves, but the joy in seeing a new leader emerge and lead a
group of his or her own makes the investment worth the effort.100
Apprentice
Those in trade need to train new generations to carry on that trade. One of the most
effective ways to do this is to take on an apprentice. That apprentice works with the master
learning everything the master knows until he or she is finally released to do the trade on his or
her own. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines an apprentice as “one bound by indenture to
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serve another for a prescribed period with a view to learning an art or trade” or “one who is
learning by practical experience under skilled workers a trade, art, or calling.”101
This is what Jesus did with His disciples; He apprenticed them. They left behind
everything to follow Him for three years. As a result of following and living with Him during
that time, they learned to live like Him, talk like Him, do miracles like Him, and to do ministry
like Him. Jesus created people to carry on His ministry after He was gone from this world.102
The same continued through the early church. Just as the disciples had learned from
Jesus and His teachings, so they, as His Apostles, sought out those they could apprentice to
continue the work of Jesus to a new generation. This is the very structure the Apostle Paul laid
out when he wrote to Timothy, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many
witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.”103
In this statement there are four generations of leaders apprenticing leaders: Paul,
Timothy, Timothy’s apprentices, and the apprentices’ apprentices. This was how the early
church passed along the news of Jesus and how it multiplied leaders, thereby multiplying the
church. History shows that this principle was not only at work through Paul. It was used
throughout the Christian world. One example is this: Jesus discipled the Apostle John, John
mentored Polycarp, and Polycarp mentored Irenaeus.104
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When the leader approaches someone to be an apprentice, there is an expectation like that
of a person receiving a job from an employer. For the apprentice, the job description states that
he or she will learn everything he or she can from the leader/mentor. Dempsey and Earley call it
a “leader in training” position.105 This is because the position is filled with responsibilities for
the apprentice. The apprentice is not only learning everything he or she can from the mentor but
is participating by taking over parts of the leadership responsibilities.
This mentor/apprentice relationship is two-sided. Just as the apprentice is responsible for
learning every aspect of leadership and discipleship, so the mentor is responsible for pouring
himself or herself into the apprentice. Jesus did this by pouring out everything He received from
the Father to His disciples so that they would be ready to enter the mission.106 So too, the mentor
needs to pour out valuable time and energy into the apprentice.
Jesus prayed for His disciples.107 He knew that the disciples’ strength must be supplied
by the Father. The same is true for the apprentice today. Time must be spent in prayer for the
apprentice. This is the first key to successfully reproducing leadership.
Jesus spent alone time with the disciples to teach them more directly and to debrief when
they had gone out and done some of what He had been teaching them to do.108 Accordingly, the
mentor will need to make time for the apprentice, teaching him or her how to prepare for
meetings, how to pray for and with the members of the group, how to communicate the vision,
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and how to prepare to be a mentor to an apprentice someday. This will require time that is spent
molding the individual outside of regular meeting times.
For the apprentice to transition to a leader, he or she must pass through different stages of
training. Mike Breen divides these stages by placing them into four categories: unconscious
incompetence (I do. You watch.), conscious incompetence (I do. You help.), conscious
competence (You do. I help.), and finally, unconscious competence (You do. I watch.).109
Robert Logan adds one more stage (You do. Someone else watches.).110 The mentor wants to
carefully progress the apprentice through each stage until he or she can cheer on the apprentice
as he or she is released to be a leader of another group.
Mentors model that leadership is about service. It is about giving of oneself rather than
receiving for oneself.111 Mentors teach apprentices how to recruit people to participate in the
group and to recruit apprentices. Mentors teach apprentices to lead by example by deepening
their spiritual journey and utilizing their spiritual gifts. Apprentices learn the vision for
reproducing groups and leaders and how to communicate that vision. Mentors teach apprentices
the value of community and of living life together.112
Community
God is a triune being. As three persons in one, He lives in perfect communion within
Himself. In the beginning, when God created the world, God created humanity in His own
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image.113 In doing so, He created humanity to crave community and to be in fellowship with one
another.114
Leaders want to build a sense of community for their groups.115 In the New Testament,
the church met mostly in house churches. These would have typically been smaller groups as
there was not much room for gathering in first century homes. The house was an ideal setting
for building community as that was the central concept of the family structure.116
Family in the New Testament was not understood in the same way it is understood in
Western culture today. The concept of what is now referred to as the nuclear family did not exist
at that time.117 The Greek term used for family in the New Testament is oikos.
Oikos is a term used describing house, household, or family.118 It describes an extended
family structure that may have included multiple generations and even the household servants.
The entire group would have been organized under the head of the household, typically, but not
necessarily, the patriarch of the family.119
The church found its way into these household structures that were already designed in a
way that would lead to rapid growth. This is expressed in Scripture in this way:
One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from
the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to
respond to Paul’s message. When she and the members of her household were
113

Genesis 1:27.

114

Wright, Mentoring, 17.

115

Ferguson and Ferguson, Exponential, 102.

116
Joel Comiskey, Biblical Foundations for the Cell-Based Church: New Testament Insights for the 21st
Century Church (Moreno Valley, CA: CCS Publishing, 2012), 92–95.
117

Ibid., 102.

118

Ibid.

119

Ibid., 32.

32

baptized, she invited us to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,”
she said, “come and stay at my house.”120

When the head of the household came to Christ, the rest of the family was sure to follow
as it did for Lydia’s oikos. Joel Comiskey states that the church was so successful because it had
infiltrated a system that was ready-made for the rapid growth of the church: the oikos.121
Jesus, building His church through this small group setting, was inviting all those who
participated to be a part of a new surrogate family.122 He was calling them to live in community
with one another.123
The leader of a small group develops an upward relationship with God as he or she leads
the group into deeper spiritual maturity, but community is an inward relationship. It is about the
group’s relationship with one another. In fact, it is the relationship that fulfills the many “one
another” statements in the New Testament. When community is being developed properly, the
group is not only obedient to the command to love the Lord their God, but they are also obedient
to the command to love one another.
As the leader brings the small group together for meetings and social gatherings, and as
the group begins to live out the “one another” statements, they begin to fulfill the command to
love one another.124 Jesus told His disciples that this was how people would know they were His
disciples.125 The people who are in the group’s sphere of influence will notice the change taking
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place. This opens the door for the community of believers to reach out and invite the unchurched
into fellowship. Here is where multiplication takes place.
Multiplication
The ultimate vision for any leader is to see his or her group reproduce, and then those
groups reproduce so that there is multiplication of the number of disciples.126 That is why the
leader spends so much time in prayer for his or her group and apprentices.127 It is because of that
vision of multiplication that the leader develops a sense of community among the members of
the small group.
Leaders are already well on the journey to multiplying leaders through the development
of apprentices. The path to multiplying the group comes through community. As the group
grows healthier through living out loving one another, and as they invite others to participate in
this life and group with them, the group begins to grow. The goal is always to reach the final
direction: outward.
As the group reaches outward and grows, there comes a time that it will need to multiply
and become more than one group. This is healthy. As Dave Earley points out, healthy groups
will grow and multiply just as healthy cells not only grow but multiply.128 The small group is a
living organism as a part of the body of Christ and as all living organisms do, it multiplies.
Jesus established His church with the expectation that His disciples would multiply the
number of disciples entering the kingdom.129 The expectation that exists in the Great
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Commission still exists today. Disciples are expected to reproduce. Brian Moss takes this as far
as to say, "The measure of Christian discipleship is reproduction.…Christians should be making
more Christians and Christian leaders should be making more Christian leaders."130
Churches that fail to recognize that their first commission is to reproduce disciples are
doomed to a slow decline and ultimately to their demise.131 Younger writes that a “discipleship
culture will only flourish to the degree its members are actively seeking to make disciples.”132
Remember the earlier remark by Patterson that stated, “The making of leaders is the primary
objective in God’s plan…they are processed through discipleship to become effective leaders as
a part of the mission strategy to declare Him to the world.”133 It is imperative to raise up a
leadership network that will fulfill the vision to multiply leaders and disciples for Jesus Christ.
Theological Foundations
Scripture is replete with examples of mentor/apprentice relationships: Jethro and Moses,
Moses and Joshua, Naomi and Ruth, Eli and Samuel, Elijah and Elisha, Mordecai and Esther,
Jesus and His disciples, Barnabas and Paul, and Paul and Timothy. There is much for the church
to gain from the lessons they shared.
A cursory overview of each of these relationships provides a glimpse into the many life
lessons each mentor may be called upon to share with an apprentice on the journey toward
developing new leaders. Jethro taught Moses how to be a shepherd and how to delegate
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authority.134 Moses, in turn, taught Joshua how to listen for God’s instructions and lead with
strength, courage, and conviction.135 Naomi taught Ruth how to trust that God works all things
out for good even amid hopelessness.136 Eli taught Samuel how to listen for the voice of God
and then obey.137 Elijah taught Elisha to hold fast despite even the worst opposition.138
Mordecai taught Esther to take courage to do what was right instead of what was easy.139 Jesus
laid out the secrets of the Kingdom of God before His disciples and taught them how to make
disciples to build up His church.140 Barnabas taught Paul humility and encouragement.141 Paul
then taught Timothy how to shepherd God’s people and to raise up future generations of
leaders.142 The model of mentor/apprentice is firmly established in Scripture.
The great understanding of this process is what Dave and Jon Ferguson have labeled the
2-2-2 principle.143 This principle is based on 2 Timothy 2:2 which states, “And the things you
have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be
qualified to teach others.”
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The Fergusons identify four generations of leaders in this passage: Paul, Timothy,
reliable men, and the ones those men teach.144 These are mentors teaching apprentices and
expanding the roles of leadership. As noted, this was not something new in Scripture. It had
been done many times before, but now it was the direction given for the church to press forward
into the future.
This type of direction that was given to Timothy was to guarantee that the message would
be transmitted from one generation of leaders to another. It avoided the appearance that anything
was done in secret as would later be problematic among the Gnostics.145 This helped to ensure
that the Apostolic tradition was passed down effectively, prompting Chuck Swindoll to say, “As
a result, the role of pastor has come down to us through countless generations over two
millennia, and it remains the same.”146
Moses had grown up a prince of Egypt during a time of hardship for his people, the
Hebrews. 147 God had been establishing in Moses everything he needed to lead the people of
Israel out of Egypt to the Promised Land.148
However, Moses still had more to learn, and after needing to flee from Egypt, he ended
up in Midian with Jethro and his family. Moses became a part of Jethro’s family by marrying
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one of his daughters. He stayed in Jethro’s service by shepherding his flocks.149 In this way,
God, through Jethro, was teaching Moses how to shepherd His people in the wilderness on the
way to Canaan.150
Later, Jethro would also provide great service to Moses again as he guided Moses to
understand the power of delegation. Scripture says,
You and these people who come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work
is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone. Listen now to me and I will give
you some advice, and may God be with you. …But select capable men from all
the people - …Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have
them bring every difficult case to you; the simple cases they can decide
themselves. That will make your load lighter because they will share it with
you.151

If the 2-2-2 principle is applied, Moses must mentor and apprentice to pass the leadership
on to capable and gifted hands. God had raised up the next generation leader before Moses in
the person of Joshua. God made Joshua successful in battle152 and indispensable to Moses as his
aide.153 L. D. Hawk notes that Joshua had a “zealous loyalty” to Moses thus prompting Moses to
ask at one point in Numbers 11:29, “Are you jealous for my sake?”154
As Joshua walked with Moses and learned all that Moses could teach him, the time came
when the Lord God would call upon Moses to commission Joshua as the leader to succeed him.
Scripture states,
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So the LORD said to Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom is the
spirit, and lay your hand on him. Have him stand before Eleazar the priest and the
entire assembly and commission him in their presence. Give him some of your
authority so the whole Israelite community will obey him.” …He took Joshua and
had him stand before Eleazar the priest and the whole assembly. Then he laid his
hands on him and commissioned him, as the LORD instructed through Moses.155
The apprenticeship of Jesus may not be so overtly obvious as that of Moses, but the
gospels indicate that Jesus spent many hours with the Father discerning His will and receiving
His instructions.156 "Jesus spent all night in prayer before He chose His disciples."157 However,
the gospels do lay out the apprenticeship structure Jesus used for His disciples.
Jesus began with inviting disciples to follow Him. This entailed leaving behind their
families and livelihoods to live with Him and learn from Him for the next three years.158 Jesus
taught His disciples through His example, through parables, through discourse, and through
miracles. Jesus spent those years preparing the disciples to continue His mission after His
departure.159
After the Crucifixion and Resurrection, Jesus met with His disciples, commissioning
them to continue His mission until His return. He said to them,
All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you. And surely, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.160
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The apprentices were now to become the mentors.
The disciples take their new commission seriously, particularly after the events of
Pentecost. The book of Acts is the story of disciples making disciples, the apprentices becoming
the mentors. Acts chapter two states,
They [the new converts/apprentices] devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching
and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled
with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All
the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their
possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they
continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes
and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor
of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being
saved.161
This passage is a glimpse into the early church and the building of disciples and future
leaders in the community of faith. A more close-up view of the mentor/apprentice relationship in
the early church revolves around the Apostle Paul. It is another example of the 2-2-2 principle in
effect.
Paul goes through a life-changing transformation when he has an encounter with the
living Savior.162 After spending some time in Damascus with disciples there, Paul goes to
Jerusalem where he did not receive a ready welcome from the Apostles. Here is the first place
Barnabas begins to work with Paul by bringing him before the Apostles and sharing Paul’s story
with them.163
It is Barnabas who later brings Paul to Antioch and teaches with him.164 Barnabas
continues to be of encouragement and full of humility. It is from Antioch that Barnabas and Paul
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are sent out as missionaries.165 The two men work closely, learning from one another throughout
the entire first missionary journey. They return to Jerusalem as a team to iron out some
theological points with the Jerusalem church and then prepare to go on another journey. There is
an unfortunate dispute between the two men which sends them on their separate journeys,166 but
Paul will eventually find the person that they disputed over indispensable,167 once again
indicating the strength of the mentor/apprentice relationship and the lessons Paul learned from
his mentor, Barnabas.
The 2-2-2 principle is evidenced all throughout each missionary journey through the
work Paul and his associates did to establish the churches and the leadership within them. The
clearest evidence of this principle is in the mentor/apprentice relationship between Paul and
Timothy. In fact, it is in this relationship and the letters Paul writes to Timothy that the 2-2-2
principle is found.
Timothy joins Paul on his second missionary journey when Paul hears news of him that is
of the highest regard.168 Paul takes a special interest in Timothy and begins to mentor him in the
path of ministry. For much of the rest of the book of Acts, Timothy bounces in and out of the
account of Paul’s missionary journeys. It is in the letters written to Timothy where Paul
recapitulates how he had been mentoring Timothy.
The letters to Timothy encourage and admonish him in his work in the ministry. He is
reminded of what he has learned and still taught more. It is here that the 2-2-2 principle is stated.
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Here, Paul lays out the plan for the church to continue just as it had been laid out for the
Apostles. Paul admonishes Timothy to take what he learned from Paul and teach it to reliable
men. These men were considered reliable not just because of their faith and character, but
because they would also be leaders who would in turn teach the next generation of leaders.169
The understanding that Paul lays out for Timothy and for the rest of the church is the
ideal that every leader seeks out others to train as leaders who in turn will seek out others to train
as leaders. Patterson states, “If the model of Jesus was about developing leaders to engage in the
expansion of the kingdom of God, then it stands to reason that the primary function of Christian
leaders is the stewardship of developing others.”170 All of this is done through one-on-one
mentor/apprentice relationships.
Theoretical Foundations
Based on the theological underpinnings of the mentor/apprentice relationship and the
Great Commission’s call to make disciples, the 2-2-2 principle appears to be an important
principle that should be in place in the church today. It might be the guiding principle that leads
to faithful and mature leadership and exponential growth.171
Experience shows that churches, particularly those within mainline denominations, tend
to develop leaders by minimal training. Often, leaders are chosen by a committee who believe
that a person has leadership qualities that will make them good leaders in the life of the church.
These people are nominated into leadership positions with little to no training. They may be left
to learn how to lead on their own based upon what they see taking place in the group rather than
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by being apprenticed into the position. Many times, this leads to people in positions of authority
for which they are either ill equipped or in which they abuse that authority.
Former pastor of The Church of the Covenant, Reverend William George Rusch, pastor
at the time of the merger, noted in his dissertation that “much has been attempted to make
religion effective in life through the medium of religious education.”172 The focus of The
Church of the Covenant and, in fact, the church in general, has been on educating people. Rusch
continues to express that the church “has been greatly concerned with the transmission of the
Christian faith through teaching.”173
Teaching presents information and knowledge but does not necessarily create
transformation. Phil Maynard says, "Members can be disciples and disciples can be members
but being a member does not automatically make one a growing, maturing disciple of Jesus
Christ."174 “Rather than focusing on our individual success or the success of our local church,”
remarks Dave Ferguson and Warren Bird, “we need to think about the greater work of God’s
kingdom – all the places where He is acknowledged as Lord. That whole takes priority over any
individual part.”175
This constitutes a problem within the church as noted by Mark Colebank who states, “A
major cause of spiritual immaturity is the emphasis on studying the Bible with the goal of
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knowing information instead of the goal of obeying Christ’s commands.”176 He further writes,
“The problem is the churches’ focus on meetings and activities without authentic relations and a
genuine experience of the presence of God.”177 This is where the churches in the conservative,
conventional, traditional, denominational models primarily find themselves, and it is argued,
why they are dwindling.178 These churches must be cautious that they do not fall into the false
myth that leadership is developed out of systems or structures.179
The 2-2-2 principle may be a way to minimize this problem. The principle asserts that
the growth and multiplication of the church is done on a one-on-one basis.180 This is in direct
contrast with the way it is done under the traditional systems of the denominational churches.
However, it is being asserted that this does not mean that it cannot be effective in these churches.
The expectation that using the mentor/apprentice relationship to grow disciples, and more
particularly leaders is not in opposition to church polity, but rather enhances it. This is because
leaders that are passionate will not need to be sought out to fill holes for positions of leadership,
but they will be ready and prepared to volunteer to be in leadership positions that allow them to
continue to reach out through the ministries for which they are passionate.
Developing leaders who are well versed in the Gospel and who can teach others in the
way they have been taught creates a group of people who move in unison with the prompting of
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the Spirit toward the expansion of the kingdom of God.181 This will create what Mike Breen
describes as a pipeline in which leaders are recruited, trained, deployed, and reviewed (See
Figure 1 below). Then the process begins all over again both for the current mentor and for the
apprentice who has now been released as a mentor in his/her own right.182
Removed to comply with copyright.

Figure 1. Mike Breen’s leadership pipeline diagram.183
The process begins with an individual or several individuals seeing the need for this type
of development to take place within a congregation. These leaders would then seek out
individuals with whom they could share themselves.184 It is the opinion of the researcher that
this is best done in the small group setting. In this environment, the wise leader will delegate
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some of the leadership to others. Each person has a role to play in the life and vitality of the
group.185
Out of those who are receiving leadership roles, one or two typically rise to show that
they are future leaders. A wise leader then begins to mentor this person and expresses a desire
for this person to become his/her apprentice. "We should look for people who are faithful,
willing, and able to reproduce their discipleship in others."186 This is the recruiting phase of the
pipeline.187
The training portion of the pipeline is what should come next. This will require much of
the mentor. This is the part that requires the mentor to provide great one-on-one training,
making the apprentice a part of every aspect of planning, preparation, and participation in the
leadership of the group. It comes in stages of both learning and doing.188
At the time of deployment, the apprentice is ready to develop his/her own group. This
group may consist of some people from the group plus new members, or it can be that they
continue to lead the group as the mentor moves to either create another group or to a new level of
leadership. This is the point where the apprentice moves to mentor and takes on an apprentice of
his/her own.189
The final phase of Breen’s pipeline is review. Every apprentice has a mentor, and even
when deployed as a mentor himself or herself, it is important that the mentor/apprentice
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relationship does not dissolve but takes on a different format. This is the process of review. This
is the time in which the apprentice continues to receive feedback and advice. It is frequently
described as coaching rather than mentoring at this phase.190
After a leader has mentored a set number of apprentices, it would be wise to transition
that leader into the role of the coach. In this way, the group of apprentices (now mentors
themselves) become the small group for the coach. The coach is then able to design the meetings
of the group for leadership growth.191
Dave and Jon Ferguson suggest that there are levels of leadership as there is a
multiplication of the groups and leaders. They suggest that there are seven stages of leadership:
individual, apprentice, leader, coach, director, campus pastor/church planter, and network
leaders.192
Both the Breen and Ferguson theories combine to create the 2-2-2 principle. The authors
agree on the need to focus on the individual and to create apprentices. By leaders becoming
aware of the gifts of others, new leadership is found, and the ministry of the church expands. It
may be wise for every leader to follow the example of Karen Miller who says, "Now I start with
the assumption, 'This person may not accept that he or she has a gift of leadership.’ When people
start to embrace their God-given leadership, wonderful things happen."193
Leaders may and should rise to new levels of leadership. Vibrant ministry should take
place within the church and community. Groups and leadership should both multiply.
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Evangelistic outreach can take place as each group and the leaders invite family, friends, and
neighbors to join the groups. The kingdom of God will expand as the church lives in obedience
to His command to go and make disciples.194

194

Ferguson and Ferguson, Exponential, 49–51.

48

Chapter 3
Methodology
A challenge that exists at The Church of the Covenant is that there has been no emphasis
on creating disciples, no focus on creating a sustainable discipleship ministry, and no process to
develop leadership. The intervention was designed not only verify that this was true, but to
present a system that could create both a sustainable discipleship ministry and leadership
development. This focused the attention largely on the concept of mentor/apprentice
relationships.
The method used for research and intervention was three-tiered. It began with a
congregational questionnaire. Simultaneously overlapped was a series of random, personal
interviews. Following the questionnaire and interviews, a focus group was brought together to
participate in a prototype group that would be in a mentor/apprentice relationship and learn the
basics of discipleship ministry and leadership development. This was expected to lead to the
development of a small group discipleship program and leadership pipeline, leaders developing
leaders.
Intervention Design
The intervention took place over a six-week period. The first two weeks were designated
for sending and receiving the questionnaire that had been developed three months prior. The
random, personal interviews were held during the same two-week period as the questionnaires.
The interviews were designed to complement the information being received from the
questionnaires. While the questionnaire was designed, in part, to gauge the current temperature
of the congregation regarding small groups, the interviews were to take a deeper look into why
people thought small groups had not been successful in the church’s history.
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The final four weeks were designated to the development of a focus group that would
learn the basics of small group ministry, developing their understanding of discipleship and
leadership. As the thesis is that building a discipleship culture through small group ministry can
also create a system that develops a leadership pipeline, these three areas (discipleship, small
group, and leadership) were important to the foundation of creating a discipleship ministry in the
church that could then become reproductive, multiplying both groups and leaders yet developing
spiritual maturity as members participate in the groups.
This project was approved by the Liberty University Institutional Review Board (See
Appendix F). The only ethical issue in the project was the need to provide anonymity and
confidentiality for those participating in the research. To do so, the participants in research were
provided with the following information:
The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored
securely, and only the researcher will have access to the records.
•
•
•

Participant responses will be anonymous.
Data will be stored on a password-locked computer. Any data received on paper
will be transferred to said computer and immediately shredded. After three years,
all electronic records will be deleted.
Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged,
other members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons
outside of the group.
The research took place strictly within the membership of The Church of the Covenant.

It was restricted to only members eighteen years of age or older. By using this method there was
no need to get parental approval for participation.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictions in place at the time, none of the
research was done face-to-face. The questionnaires were mailed to the entire membership of the
church eighteen or older. This sample size could have been as high as 640.
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Interviews were restricted to a lower number of participants. A goal of reaching fifty
interviews was set. Interviews would be done over the phone by five interviewers at ten
interviews each. The interviews would not be done by the researcher because of his relationship
with those being interviewed. As Associate Pastor, he concluded that there would be those who
held back their true opinions in an effort to “help” him get the results he needed. By using other
interviewers, those interviewed would be able to be open regarding their opinions.
The focus group was to be composed of no more than eight members. The number was
set by the researcher, in part, based on the Ferguson brothers’ statement: "The maximum number
of leaders one coach can effectively manage is five."195 While the number chosen for the focus
group is a number higher than that suggested by the Fergusons, it was set at eight because the
researcher felt that it was a manageable number of people with whom he could hold a
mentor/apprentice relationship. The researcher also anticipated the possibility that there would
be some who would not fulfill the entire four weeks.
In addition to the weekly meeting, the researcher intended to call every member of the
group individually for a time to mentor them. Meetings were held via video conference, and
one-on-ones were held by phone.
The intervention began with a congregational questionnaire asking eight original
questions developed by the researcher specific to the needs of the research and the church. This
questionnaire was designed to gauge the congregation’s knowledge of discipleship and how it
intersects with their lives, their view of small groups and willingness to participate, and their
understanding of leadership and how leaders are developed.
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The church office created envelopes and return envelopes for members of the church age
18 and older. Then, a group of volunteers came in the week before the research period to stuff
envelopes. The envelopes were stuffed with the return envelope as well as a recruitment letter
(See Appendix A) and the questionnaire (See Appendix B). These letters and questionnaires
were then sent to 640 members with the request that they be returned within two weeks.
The desire of the researcher would have been to see twenty-five to thirty-five percent
participation, but a more realistic goal of ten percent return on the questionnaires was set as a
number that could be reasonably expected. The goal was set based on discussions with the
Church Administrator regarding the returns of other surveys that had been done in that past two
years.
The first three questions were formulated to ask the member to define discipleship, what
that member does to develop as a disciple, and how he or she disciples others. The expectation
was that the questionnaires would show results that the congregation, like much of the church in
general, has a limited understanding of the biblical form of discipleship.
The researcher’s expectation of participation was low because of the researcher’s
awareness of poor returns on other questionnaires and surveys and that this idea of small groups
was just being developed in the church and that discipleship was not as significant a part of the
groups as it should be. Most of the emphasis of the existing small groups focused on fellowship
with a time of devotions that took place during the gathering.
The second part of the questionnaire sought to identify the congregation’s perception of
small groups and their willingness to participate in them. As there is a history of antipathy
toward small groups in the church, this identified whether that aversion still existed in the current
congregational context.
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The final stage of the questionnaire sought to understand the general perception of
leadership in The Church of the Covenant. These questions identified how members defined
leadership and whom they identified as leaders. In addition, the final question sought to
understand if they could identify how leaders are developed at the church.
While the questionnaires were returned to the Church Administrator, a group of
interviewers were randomly calling members of the church from an assigned list of letters
pertaining to last names in the church directory.
Approximately two weeks before the beginning of the research period, the researcher
called upon the chairperson of the task force developing Discipleship Ministries in the church to
find five individuals to do a series of random, personal interviews. These had to be people who
were not only willing to do the interviews but could be trusted to maintain the anonymity and the
confidentiality of those they interviewed.
The request for interviewers was made by the researcher to protect the anonymity and
confidentiality of those being interviewed as described by Tim Sensing.196 In addition, the
researcher wanted to be sure that those who were interviewed felt they could speak freely and did
not feel they needed to answer in a way they thought the researcher wanted to hear. As the
researcher is the Associate Pastor at The Church of the Covenant, he was concerned that his
position of authority might cause those interviewed to distort the answers he might receive.
Therefore, having others do the interview was expected to get more accurate responses.
The week before the research period, the researcher held a meeting with the interviewers.
At this meeting, they were asked to do four activities: 1) recruit interview participants, 2) secure
consent from participants using the informed consent document that was approved by the Liberty
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University Institutional Review Board (See Appendix E), 3) interview participants, and 4) return
interview results to the chairperson.
Each of the five interviewers was requested to interview at least ten people. This number
reached approximately eight percent of the congregation’s membership. It was agreed by all
involved that it was an appropriate number of people who could be interviewed in two weeks by
the interviewers involved.
The interviewers were taught how to maintain the anonymity and confidentiality of the
person interviewed. As a second protection for the interviewees, the answers were returned to
the chairperson for review to verify no identifying information would be sent to the researcher.
In addition, the interviewers were educated on how to ask questions in a way to get more indepth answers without using leading questions or questions that only required a yes or no
answer.197
Interviewers where assigned a series of letters from the alphabet. These letters were to
help the interviewer as they went through the church directory seeking people to randomly
interview. They were to only interview people whose last names started with the letters
assigned.
It was important that these interviews were chosen randomly so that there was less
likelihood of only choosing those who had either positive or negative views of small group
ministries. The expectation was that there would be a wide variety of views expressed, thereby
allowing the researcher to get a deeper understanding of the congregational opinion of small
groups and develop a deeper understanding related to the second set of questions in the
questionnaire.
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While the researcher did not explicitly share his concerns regarding the history of
antipathy toward small group ministry, he did express that it was essential that those being
interviewed would be allowed to speak freely. If the interviewee had a positive attitude, it was
important to find out what made small group ministry palatable to them. If the interviewee had a
negative attitude, probing to find out what caused him or her to have that attitude was essential.
Interviewers were not to lead the questions in such a way as to get a particular type of answer.
They also were directed by the researcher to make no comments that would be construed as any
form of judgement either positively or negatively.
During the first two weeks of the research period, the researcher began to contact specific
people who had been prayerfully considered as potential leaders who would be able to catch the
vision of the new ministry being presented through the research. Though the number that the
researcher had chosen for the size of the group was eight, only seven names rose to the top of the
list of those who had the potential to become the first set of leaders developed through this
system. All seven of the chosen people accepted the call, one with some reservations.
In the third week, the focus group met for the first time via video conferencing. The
ideas were well received and interest in the research increased. The member with reservations
regarding participation in the research indicated the desire to be removed from the research after
the first meeting. In accordance with the declarations made in the informed consent document
(See Appendix E), it was agreed, and the rest of the research took place with the remaining six.
In addition to meeting as a group weekly, the researcher called each member individually
every week. As the thesis states that a mentor/apprentice relationship is a vital part of solving
the problem of leadership development in the Church of the Covenant, the researcher sought to
build a mentor/apprentice relationship with each member of the focus group.
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The frequency of the meetings was based on Dempsey and Earley’s statement, "Meeting
weekly is the bare minimum to provide the right environment for growth and development.”198
The phone calls were designed to build upon the mentor/apprentice relationships that develop
leaders as identified in the 2-2-2 principle.199 Winfield Bevins states, “Jesus was intimately
involved in the lives of his disciples as they followed Him.…Discipleship happens as men and
women spend time with their spiritual mentor.…We should schedule time with people who we
want to disciple outside of normal church functions. We should schedule times to play, pray,
and share a meal together with the people we are discipling.”200
With the COVID-19 restrictions in place preventing the group from coming together any
way but virtually, it was impossible to schedule times to play or share a meal but making calls to
each individual allowed the mentor and apprentice to develop the relationship necessary, praying
with and for, encouraging, challenging, and molding each other.
During the individual meetings there was time to ask questions and seek clarification
about the previous week’s group meeting. There was also discussion regarding how that could
be used in the church and community in the future. The primary key to the conversation was to
help each develop as leaders through developing his or her relationship with Christ.
To this end, much of each week’s conversation revolved around keeping one another
accountable. Each had been asked in the second week after a discussion about both spiritual
gifts and disciplines to consider what his or her spiritual gifts are. In addition, he or she was to
choose two spiritual disciplines from a list provided which he or she wished to develop over the
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course of the following three weeks. This list was created by the researcher based on a broad
collection of books read throughout his seminary education and through reading works of early
church fathers. Each was to return with their choices so that the mentor could guide them
through those disciplines.
Accordingly, focus group members every week returned to these topics, seeking to find
out how they were progressing toward spiritual maturity. The emphasis on developing spiritual
maturity was intentionally a part of the structure of the focus group. The key is that healthy
leaders lead healthy groups thereby reproducing healthy leaders.
Therefore, it is important for any leader to focus on his or her own spiritual development
to be able to see to the growth of the members of his or her group. Earley says, "The highly
effective small group leader must learn the value of investing in his personal growth, or he'll
never be able to serve as a small group leader over the long haul."201 Miller agrees with Earley
when she says, "Leadership involves caring for your soul; this is not optional or extra credit."202
Discussion about progress as well as goals for the following week were a part of each
conversation. Part of the goal with these conversations each week, both in the meetings and in
one-on-ones of the focus group, was to reinforce the need for each leader to place the spiritual
growth of every member in his or her group at the forefront of all they do. This will develop
both more mature disciples and stronger leaders.
At the end of the four weeks, the researcher held the final mentor/apprentice one-on-ones,
discussing the final week’s topics and developing the spiritual disciplines of each member. The
researcher then added a closing interview to individual meetings. This interview was to obtain a
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response as to each person’s impression of the plan and process. All six members of the group
not only had very positive responses to their participation but requested the opportunity to
continue the process and become the foundation upon which this new ministry would stand at
The Church of the Covenant.
The researcher, as the Associate Pastor who was tasked with developing a discipleship
ministry at The Church of the Covenant, chose to lead this group as the first mentor. In this way,
he would be able not only to test theories, but to live out the mentor/apprentice relationship with
the group that, if the intervention was successful, would become the first group of leaders upon
which the entire ministry might be built.
Implementation of the Intervention Design
The implementation of the intervention began as planned. Four days before the
beginning of the questionnaire period, questionnaires (See Appendix B) were printed, stuffed in
envelopes, and mailed by a group of volunteers at the church. These mailings included a
recruitment letter explaining why the recipients were receiving the questionnaire along with
information regarding potentially being asked to participate in other segments of the research
(See Appendix A). In addition, a return envelope was included to make it easy for church
members to return the questionnaire.
The volunteers who participated in this mailing were the same group of individuals who
come in any time the Church Administrator requires volunteers to help with a mailing. These
volunteers would have also received a questionnaire and were potential candidates for random
interviews or the focus group; however, the only information they had been given at the time was
that they were to prepare a large mailing for the church on that day.
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Approximately 640 questionnaires were mailed to members aged eighteen or older. This
represents nearly the entire membership role since there are very few members under the age of
eighteen. Choosing to only use the results from members eighteen or older prevented the
necessity of procuring parent approval for the very few minors.
The request was that questionnaires would be returned to the church within two weeks’
time. This would allow the Church Administrator to go through them and make sure that there
was no identifying information on them; however, the bulk of the returns were received in weeks
two and three. This had no effect on the results as they were not tabulated until much later. The
Church Administrator was able to continue to validate all returns until no more came back to the
church.
Questionnaires continued to trickle into the church through week seven (one week after
the scheduled research period). Finally, a total of 60 questionnaires had been returned. Though
it was below the desired return, it was in line with the expectation set by the researcher. This
represented just under a ten percent return of questionnaires. The process of reading and
assimilating the information began and continued over the next six weeks.
During the same two weeks the questionnaires were filled out and returned, a series of
random interviews took place. With the help of the church’s Discipleship Ministries Task Group
chairperson, a group of five members of the church who had experience either in human
resources or in interview techniques were engaged to accomplish the interviews.
Upon engaging the interviewers, a video conference with the researcher, chairperson, and
interviewers was held to discuss the requirements of the interviews. They were given directions
on what was being sought in the interviews, maintaining anonymity, maintaining confidentiality,

59

providing consent documents, and stripping interviews of anything that might be considered
identifiable.
These interviewers were each assigned a series of non-alphabetical letters by the
chairperson. They were then requested to contact randomly a minimum of ten members in the
given letters. The number chosen reached approximately eight percent of the congregation’s
membership. It was also agreed by all involved that it was an appropriate number of people who
could be interviewed in two weeks by the interviewers involved. As with the questionnaires, the
interviewers were bound to only interview those eighteen or older. Ultimately, there were only
ten more questionnaires returned than there were interviews held.
While all the interviewers were confident that they could do the interviews, there was
concern about how to ask people to be a part of the interviews. The researcher then sent them a
script for making the ask. After greeting someone and identifying themselves they used the
following:
I am calling you because of the letter you recently received. I am on the
committee who is tasked with asking individuals if they are willing to be
anonymously interviewed. By doing so, you are not only helping Pastor Scott
complete the work for his doctoral degree but also future ministries at The Church
of the Covenant. I would like to know if you would be willing to participate by
being interviewed.

If the answers is yes:
I would like to send you a consent form to read before we do the interview. What
would be the best way to get it to you? Can we set up a time for an interview that
allows you an opportunity to read the consent form first? Thank you for being
willing to participate in this project. I will meet with you (at the agreed upon
meeting time and place/format).

If the answer is no:
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Please thank them for taking the time to talk to you.203
Once they had an agreement from a potential interviewee, they would provide the
informed consent document (See Appendix E). This document requested the interviewed
person’s consent to have his or her answers used as a part of the research and proposed
intervention. It allowed a participant to withdraw from the research at any time and included
assurance that no identifying information was used. Once the interviewer verified consent, he or
she would begin the interview.
The interview was centered around two questions: 1) In your opinion, why have small
group ministries never gained traction at The Church of the Covenant? and 2) In your opinion,
what is the most important thing needed to make small group ministries successful at The
Church of the Covenant?
The interviewers began making their calls in the first week of the research and completed
the bulk of the work involved in the two weeks assigned for the project. By the third week of the
research period, the interviewers sent the responses from their interviews to the chairperson for
review and to remove any identifiers that may have been missed before the fifty interview
responses were forwarded to the researcher.
A small team of people interested in seeing discipleship ministry become successful at
The Church of the Covenant had been praying for a group of people to come together for a focus
group. During the first two weeks of the research period, the researcher began to contact specific
people who had been prayerfully considered as potential leaders who would be able to catch the
vision of the new ministry being presented through the research.
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There were seven names that had been discussed at length. These were members who
covered all age groups in the church. They were seen to have potential to lead groups and to
grow as disciples of Jesus Christ. The target had been potentially eight. This number was set by
the researcher based on the Ferguson brothers’ statement: "The maximum number of leaders one
coach can effectively manage is five."204 While the number chosen for the focus group is a
number higher than that suggested by the Fergusons, it was set at eight because the researcher
felt that it was a manageable number of people with whom he could hold a mentor/apprentice
relationship. All seven of the chosen people accepted the call, one with some reservations.
In the third week, a core small group (focus group) was created from the seven whom the
researcher had contacted. This group went through a four-week series to learn the basics of
small group ministry, developing their understanding of discipleship and growing leaders
through the mentor/apprentice relationship. Each member received a call during the week to
follow up and develop a deeper understanding of the process. The entire process was designed
to be the mentor/apprentice relationship in action.
In the first week of the focus group, the fourth week of research, the group worked on
defining discipleship from a biblical perspective and the mandate for the Christian to participate
fully in a life of discipleship. The first task before the group was to define discipleship. The
group discussed Philip Maynard’s definition which states, “Discipleship is a lifelong journey into
the abundant life for which we were created. It is a process of continual development through
which we grow in maturity (become Christ-centered and fully surrendered).”205 This was
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unpacked by the group through their response to what it meant and then through the discovery of
the biblical mandate for this type of action.
The group spent time reading through and discussing Acts 2:42-47 and recognized that
this was the call of the church and how the church functioned from the very beginning. They
discussed the relational aspect of discipleship as they considered the value of discipleship. They
examined how discipleship groups are a place to deepen one’s faith with others,206 create a space
that encourages accountability among the members,207 develops as an evangelism tool,208 fosters
fellowship,209 and develops leaders.210
This biblical mandate of discipleship was discussed as something that was not an option
but a requirement for every follower of Jesus in order to grow toward spiritual maturity.211 The
conclusion was that a disciple of Jesus should always be seeking more in their relationship with
Jesus. For the PowerPoint slides from this gathering see Appendix C.1.
As the leader creates a space that encourages accountability among the members, so the
researcher planned to have that space for his group. In the development of each week’s meeting,
the researcher anticipated the need to allow time for the group to discuss how they interacted
with the information and the passages involved in the conversation. It was expected that as they
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discussed the topic, they would sharpen and challenge one another. This they did. As they grew
closer in their relationships, they chose to “spur one another on toward love and good deeds.”212
In order to encourage conversations and relationship building, each week the leader
brought less preplanned structure to the group and opened up the time for more of the
conversation. This allowed the members of the group to critically take the topic and discuss how
it might be able to be used in the real-life envirionment of The Church of the Covenant. They
took up the challenge to envision what it might look like in a group setting of their own.
As a part of the research is to build a mentor/apprentice system to develop leaders at the
church, that system had to be tested. Therefore, the researcher called each member individually
in order to get to know each better as individuals and to see if there were any questions he or she
might have. Each was also asked to discuss if, or how, he or she found that the information from
the previous week was intersecting with his or her daily life during the week. Finally, each was
asked if he or she felt that the call to make disciples could be accepted by him or her as a
personal call into this form of ministry.
These phone calls played a vital role in the mentor/apprentice relationship as they were
used to develop a relationship between the mentor and the apprentice as opposed to the
development of relationships built among members of the group in the group meetings. It also
allowed the mentor to gauge individual responses to the previous week’s topics. In addition, it
was a time to help them develop in their discipleship journey. A typical phone call lasted
between forty-five and seventy-five minutes.
The second week focused on how to develop a life and walk of discipleship. This was
done by way of discussing spiritual gifts and spiritual disciplines. These were discussed as
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cornerstones in the journey toward spiritual maturity. After discussing readings from 1
Corinthians, Romans, and Ephesians, the group looked at a list of the gifts (See Figure 2) and
began a dialogue on how to try to recognize the spiritual gifts in themselves and in others that
would be in their future groups.
Each member was asked to consider how he or she participated in the ministry of the
church and see if, in doing so, he or she could identify using one or more of the gifts. Then
group members were asked to consider the other members of the group and see if they could
identify something in the other people that they had not identified in themselves. This was an
exercise in trying to identify gifts in others and would be repeated in future weeks to see if there
were any changes in their perceptions of the other members of the group.

Figure 2. Spiritual Gifts
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Figure 3. Spiritual Disciplines

The discussion moved forward to spiritual disciplines and defining what they are and
how they benefit the disciple’s growth. The group looked at a list (See Figure 3) and began to
discuss those that seemed to be easiest and those that might be the most difficult. The
conversation centered on how these not only helped the individuals grow in their spiritual
maturity but how it helped in the growth and health of the group.
This exercise was a necessary as is summed up by Schreiner and Willard saying, “There
is power in having the discipleship process team spend time studying and talking about the
spiritual disciplines and learning what it means to have Christ as the objective for the church’s
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discipleship pathway.”213 These slides, along with others from this week, may be found in
Appendix C.2.
One other aspect of building healthy groups that the focus group proceeded to consider
was that of the ability to develop mission that comes out of the body of Christ. Rather than
relying on committees to come up with ways to reach out to the community and then seek
individuals to assist in those ministries, it would build the desire among the discipleship groups
as they grow and mature spiritually to work within the passions and gifts of the members to
develop mission to the community.
Francis Chan reminds readers, “If the church is not actively blessing the surrounding
community, then you are ignoring God’s mission. We can never forget that we have a role to
play in God’s plan of redemption.”214 This is done when members are in touch with the
heartbeat and needs of the community in which they live and invite the community into
relationship with them.
Again, in the second week, each member of the group received a phone call to discuss
what he or she had gained or what questions had come to mind. Each was then assigned the task
of attempting to discern his or her own spiritual gift(s) and to choose two spiritual disciplines to
focus on for the remainder of the research.
The team was asked to discern their spiritual gifts so that they eventually might be able to
discern them in the membership of their groups. Then they would be able to help develop their
growth so that they can use their gifts to edify the body. This would potentially help the group
develop closer relationships with each other. Connecting that with spiritual disciplines would
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help with everyone’s growth toward spiritual maturity. Spiritually mature leaders are healthy
leaders. This leads to healthy groups.
Week three was designed so the group shifted its focus to leadership. Discussion
revolved around the many types of definitions of leadership and the complication of knowing the
difference between leadership and management. The group finally settled into a discussion on
John Maxwell’s definition of leadership: “Leadership is influence. That’s it. Nothing more;
nothing less.”215 The group discovered that this was a recurring theme among those who write
about discipleship groups/movements.216
As a part of that discussion, the group talked about Maxwell’s favorite leadership
proverb: “He who thinketh he leadeth and hath no one following him is only taking a walk.”217
They laughed at the humor in the proverb but then noted the seriousness of what it means to the
leader. As Bevins says, "As leaders, it is important for us to grasp that we have a spiritual
responsibility to impart ourselves in others if we are going to make disciples."218
They also grasped what Breen means when he says, “What we desperately need are more
leaders whose lives and ministries look like the life and ministry of Jesus.”219 That is done
through the spiritual growth toward maturity and the character of the leader. This is noted by
Comiskey when says, “Those who were godly examples to both family and outsiders were the
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ones called upon to lead God’s household, the church of the living God.”220 Earley and
Dempsey take this further when they note, “If you have any view of Christian leadership other
than winning people to Christ, helping them grow and develop to a point where they are fruitful
for the kingdom, then you need to seriously re-examine what you are doing.”221
Now that leadership was defined, the group began moving toward the concept of the
mentor/apprentice relationship. They discussed mentorship’s intentionality and how it provides
opportunity, perspective, critical thinking, and expertise for the apprentice.222 The connection
was made that each member was both an apprentice and a mentor.
While there comes a point when the apprentice is released to become a mentor of an
apprentice, the apprentice status is never fully gone. Every mentor needs a coach. The
Fergusons say, “A coach is a leader of leaders whose intentional investment in the lives of other
leaders encourages those leaders, challenges them, and holds them accountable to grow in their
skills as leaders and in their journeys as Christ followers.”223 The concept of different levels of
mentor/apprentice relationships would be discussed more the following week when the Ferguson
Leadership Path would be examined. The slides used for discussion during this week are found
in Appendix C.3.
Continuing in week three, the individual calls focused primarily on the spiritual
development of each member as each discussed the spiritual disciplines upon which he or she
had chosen to focus. Every member had, as requested, determined two disciplines he or she
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wished to improve. The mentor spent most of the conversation giving guidance and suggestions
about how to develop those areas in each life.
The final week was to establish the idea of a leadership pipeline through the
mentor/apprentice relationships found in discipleship group settings (See Appendix C.4). After
continuing the discussion about mentor/apprentice relationships that had begun the previous
week, the group moved into a discussion regarding different levels of leadership (such as
apprentice, mentor, and coach) and considered the leadership path developed by Dave and Jon
Ferguson as seen in Figure 4.
It was noted, at this time, that the plan for the discipleship ministry and the groups within
it were being prepared for reproduction and multiplication, but there had not been development
of the plan beyond the level of coaches. There was discussion regarding there being time yet to
resolve those levels and that they would still need to be developed within the confines and polity
of the denomination.
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Figure 4. Dave and Jon Ferguson’s Leadership Path224
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Figure 5. Mike Breen’s leadership pipeline diagram.225
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After considering the leadership path, the discussion moved to Mike Breen’s leadership
pipeline as seen in Figure 5. The group followed through the four steps of recruit, train, deploy,
and review. Then they considered how the mentor/apprentice relationship fits into the pipeline
experience. There was excitement over how the process would reproduce leaders and how that
creates group multiplication. The concept of uniting the two main topics of the evening seemed
to engender possibility in the minds of the members of the group.
The conversation on the individual calls were focused on continuing the development of
their spiritual disciplines. Time was spent continuing the conversation from that week’s
meeting. Each member of the focus group showed significant signs of growth as well as
increasing excitement about what he or she was experiencing.
At the end of the week four follow-up call, each member of the group was interviewed
regarding his or her opinion about the future efficacy of the program and its ability to develop
both disciples and leaders (See Appendix D). The answers to these questions were then
compared to the results of the congregational questionnaire and interviews to determine if the
continuation of the intervention would solve the problem being addressed.
The reason behind this method of research was to create an ever more specific set of
information from the congregation. The questionnaire was designed to get a broad stroke
overview of the congregation’s basic understanding of biblical discipleship, their sentiments
toward small groups, and their definition of leadership and knowledge of how leaders are
developed at The Church of the Covenant.
Adding in the results of the interviews would add clarity to the church’s history with
small groups. By placing the results of the interviews against the results of the questionnaire, the
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researcher expected to be able to see how the history and the current perceptions of what make a
small group compared with what the small groups were meant to be in terms of building
disciples of Jesus Christ.
The focus group was designed to test theories and to try to determine if they could work
to bring the needed clarity to what discipleship should be as well as to identify ways in which the
focus group and future groups might be able to help the congregation see the need for the small
group environment. In addition, the focus group was designed to help develop a leadership
training system that was needed at The Church of the Covenant.
Using the discipleship group model, along with mentor/apprentice relationships, the
group was to attempt to determine whether this would be both a way to create an active
discipleship culture at The Church of the Covenant and a viable pipeline to create a new
generation of leaders. These ideas were also placed up against the responses from the
questionnaire to determine if the plan could make an impact on the congregation’s view of
leadership and how leaders are developed.
The focus group allowed the researcher to take all the information gathered and use it as a
discussion tool for the group. It allowed for adjustments to the conversations regarding how to
present this ministry to the congregation and how leaders could be developed in a real-time
environment.
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Chapter 4
Results
As the research was done in three parts, so the results will be divided into the three main
parts: questionnaire, interviews, and focus group.
Questionnaire
The purpose of the questionnaire was to get an understanding of the depth of knowledge
and engagement the congregation had on the topics of biblical discipleship, small groups, and
leadership. These three areas were chosen because of the premise that a leadership pipeline
could be made using small groups while, at the same time, answering the call of Jesus to be and
make disciples.
The questionnaire asked eight original questions developed by the researcher specific to
the needs of the research and the church. The first three questions were focused on discipleship
and broken into three parts. The first question sought to find how each individual defined
discipleship.
Earlier in this research, discipleship was defined in this way: “Discipleship is a lifelong
journey into the abundant life for which we were created. It is a process of continual
development through which we grow in maturity (become Christ-centered and fully
surrendered).”226
Of the sixty respondents to the questionnaire, two chose not to define discipleship at all.
Approximately twenty-three percent of all responses defined discipleship incorrectly, and of
those, half of them defined evangelism rather than discipleship. Only eighteen percent of the
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responses would be in line with the full definition of discipleship. Of these, only one-quarter of
them would have the definition fully delineated.
As was expected by the researcher, most of the responses, fifty-five percent, indicated a
limited or partial understanding of what discipleship is or entails. This fell in line with the
researcher’s view that the church does not put emphasis on understanding and developing
discipleship among the members of Christ’s body.
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Figure 6. Response to question 1.

As respondents moved into the second question regarding how they develop as disciples,
it did not matter into which categories they had fallen in the answers to the previous question.
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All respondents replied with very similar answers. Nearly all focused on three main areas: Bible
reading, prayer, and participation in life in the church. There were many variations as to how
this might be worked out, but the presence of at least one of these three was consistent.

What do you do to develop as a disciple?
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Figure 7. Response to question 2.
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It was evident by the answers that most viewed their own discipleship in terms of
education and activity. Other than prayer, there was little consideration toward any of the
spiritual disciplines. In the ever-present debate over faith versus works, it appeared that works
that showed one’s activity in the church superseded the call of Christ to daily pick up one’s cross
and follow Him.227 This may be an unfair assessment, but the responses appeared to lean
overwhelmingly in that direction.
This type of response only deepened the conviction of the researcher that The Church of
the Covenant has drifted away from developing a discipleship culture. The researcher echoes the
words of Ryan Poe when he says, “When I write of discipleship culture, I refer to a church
culture in which the ongoing transformation into the life described and modeled by Jesus is
expected and supported for all disciples.”228
If the culture of The Church of the Covenant is to be that of ongoing transformation as
Poe describes, then it cannot be a culture based upon the work that is done but must be based
upon each disciple living into the spiritual disciplines as an expression of the life modeled by
Jesus. James tells the church that works are the fruit of faith when he says, “faith by itself, if it
does not have works, is dead.”229 The Apostle Paul concurs saying that works are secondary to
faith when he states, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own
doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”230 Therefore,
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disciples of Christ should develop their faith through the spiritual disciplines so that works might
follow.
Faith cannot be a matter of knowledge alone. Faith is a matter of relationship with Jesus.
Anything less leaves the disciple short of the goal set before him or her. These responses to the
second question only strengthen the conviction of the researcher that a discipleship ministry is
necessary for the health of the church. As Mark Colebank stated, “A major cause of spiritual
immaturity is the emphasis on studying the Bible with the goal of knowing information instead
of a goal of obeying Christ’s commands.”231 The church must move from an intellectual pursuit
of God to a life-giving, life-sustaining relational ministry that builds upon relationships with one
another and with Jesus.
The Church of the Covenant could be living into its name. The word covenant is
relational:
Covenant refers to the act of God in freely establishing a mutually binding
relationship with humankind. Through the covenant God bestows blessings on
humans in conditional and unconditional terms. Conditionally, God blesses
humans as they obey the terms of the covenant. Unconditionally, God bestows
blessings on humans regardless of their obedience or disobedience to the terms of
the covenant. God made covenants with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David. But
above all, God has fulfilled these covenants and has inaugurated the New
Covenant in Christ, which is for all people who trust in him (Heb 9:15, 27-28).
Covenant theology is the system of theology that centers on God as a covenantmaking God and sees in the history of creation two great covenants: the covenant
of works and the covenant of grace. Covenant theology asserts that prior to the
Fall God made a covenant of works with Adam as the representative of all
humankind. In response to Adam’s disobedience God established a new covenant
through the second Adam, Jesus Christ. Those who place their faith in Christ
come under the benefits of this new covenant of grace.232 (emphasis added)
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Getting members involved in discipleship ministries focused on building each individual’s
relationship with Jesus would be the step toward fulfilling God’s call upon the church. Yet only
four participants answered anything that resounded with the need for others to fully participate in
their growth.
The proverb that states, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another”233 is
overlooked by the majority of those participating in this portion of the study. This appears to be
an indication that the church has allowed itself to be infiltrated by the cultural philosophy of
individualism that reckons individuals can do better on their own. Stephen Hong writes, “As the
individual is over-emphasized, the community is inevitably de-emphasized.”234 As noted
previously in this project, this is not a biblical perspective as the whole of Scripture indicates the
human need to do life in community as the Godhead is communal in nature.
Only one person noted that he or she sought out a mentor. This person may or may not
understand the deeper need for accountability in the discipleship process but appears to
understand that discipleship is not about individual effort, but it is centered in sharing that lifelong experience with someone who has gone there before him or her. As Ed Stetzer and Eric
Geiger point out, “People who are involved in a spiritual community exhibit a much higher
commitment to practicing spiritual disciplines than those who are not.”235
There is danger to be found in results that show the limited understanding the church has
of discipleship and the focus placed on knowledge and works. As the church has drifted away
from a discipleship culture, it has left the disciples of Christ in the troublesome position of
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drifting into a pattern of Christian living that does not include or expect a life of discipleship and
spiritual growth. This difficulty is summed up by Sophia Steibel and Martha Bergen as they
quote Dallas Willard from his book Renovation of the Heart:
If discipleship is seen merely as a “life enhancement” project, one will never grow
in godliness; however, it changes everything when we realize it is “the process of
developing a different kind of life, the life of God himself, sustained by God as a
new reality in those who have confidence that Jesus is the anointed One, the Son
of God”236
Once again, the church must be reminded that “Discipleship is a lifelong journey into the
abundant life for which we were created. It is a process of continual development through which
we grow in maturity (become Christ-centered and fully surrendered).”237
This process is two-fold. The first part was answered in the first question. That is: living
a life as a disciple, seeking to grow in one’s spiritual maturity. The second part of this is fulfilled
in living the life of a discipler, a person who is in communion with others seeking that they may
“become Christ-centered and fully surrendered.”238 In other words, discipleship is not only
seeking one’s own spiritual maturity, but that of others as well.
As the nature of the answers in the first question were more closely associated with
evangelism rather than discipleship and those of the second question more closely to works than
spiritual discipline, it was expected that the answers to the third question about what one does to
disciple others would be centered on evangelism and service.
As the chart below indicates, the researcher’s expectation was not far off. Service and
evangelism came in second and third place respectively among the answers. Only two of the
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respondents declined to answer. However, an unexpected phenomenon occurred. The number
one response was about modeling the Christian life before others.

What do you do to disciple others?

28

22

19

12

5
Number of Responses

4

3

Set Example/Model Behavior
Serve
Evangelize

2

Pray
Discuss
2

Study
Fellowship

No Answer

1

Not Enough
Mentor

0

5

10

15

Figure 8. Response to question 3.
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This took the researcher by surprise. As the responses about what discipleship is and
how they develop as disciples were not as strong as they could be, this answer was a bit
mystifying. New questions now emerged. Did the members believe that living a good life
equated to discipleship? Did they believe that given specific biblical knowledge was enough to
help them live as examples of Christ? Did they believe that knowledge alone brings
transformation?
These answers would not be discovered through the questionnaire. They might be
touched upon by the focus group, but they might not be answered in the time of the research. In
fact, they were not; however, the results of question three still showed that there is a need for the
church to shift its focus to developing disciples and helping them to build spiritual muscles
through the spiritual disciplines and not just through the development of spiritual intellect.
There was one other surprise in the results for question three. One person, while not
defining discipleship or discussing what he or she did to live a life of discipleship (questions one
and two), surprised the researcher with the tone of the response to this question. This person
showed disdain toward the topic of discipleship and proclaimed that the church was moving in
the wrong direction because this was something Jesus would not do.
Given that the evidence provided throughout this research indicates a mentor/apprentice
discipleship method is exactly how Jesus interacted with His disciples, the researcher can only
refer to the memory of the church’s experience with small groups and the reluctance, historically,
to press forward in this area of faith and ministry. As discipleship ministry progresses at The
Church of the Covenant, it can only be hoped that a new understanding will help those who are
reluctant to see their deep need for the fellowship with Christ and fellow believers that a life of
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discipleship fulfills. How the church might move toward that goal will be discussed in the next
chapter.
The second segment of the questionnaire, consisting of two questions, was designed to
examine both the congregation’s understanding of small groups and their willingness to
participate. When asked what the purpose of a small group is, approximately fifty-five percent
of responses understood at the minimum that the group was for developing deeper relationships
with Christ and with others in the church. There was more of a tone of understanding the group
in an educational function than a discipleship function. Words like study, learn, and teach
showed up repeatedly indicating a strong sense of education and intellectualism.
This did not come as a surprise as the church’s focus has been more aligned with
educational development throughout its history. Refer to the pastor at the time of the merger,
Bill Rusch, when he said, “Much has been attempted to make religion effective in life through
the medium of religious education.”239 As this has been the church’s history to focus more on the
intellectual understanding of Scripture over a discipling culture of relationship with Jesus, and
given the response to what discipleship is (question one), misinterpretation of the purpose of a
small group was expected.
However, the other forty-five percent of respondents either ignored the question,
recognized only the social aspect of the group, or recognized nearly every group that comes
together. Many described church committees as small groups or any group that comes together
with a common purpose or seeking a common solution.
It is appropriate at this point to note that even among the current leadership it has been
noted that in conversations over the last two years the researcher has become aware of a common
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thread of understanding regarding small groups. Because of the lack of focus on making
disciples of Jesus Christ, the term small group has come to be applied to any group that comes
together for a common purpose. This includes groups like a book club, the choir, and even each
of the committees of the church. Based on this inappropriate use of the term, the researcher has
sought to focus on the term discipleship group to redirect the focus and understanding of what
these groups are designed to do.

What is the purpose of a small group?
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Figure 9. Response to question 4.

When asked if they would wish to participate in small group meetings and why or why
not, fifty-five percent said yes. Most indicated that they would like to have a deeper relationship
with Christ or with other church members. Others simply wanted the fellowship. Still others
indicated that they had been a part of small groups of some form in the past and enjoyed them.
Finally, as was to be expected from the educational tone that has permeated the questionnaire,
some wanted to participate to either “teach” or “learn.”
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It is important to note that this research was done during the COVID-19 pandemic, and
there was significant concern from respondents about how these meetings could be done while
the pandemic continued or whether there was a need to wait to begin any new ministry until after
the pandemic was over. Others indicated that they were happy for the use of new technology,
particularly video chat, that could allow them to be a part of groups in the future.
Over eighteen percent of those responding took a more ambivalent approach to whether
they may or may not be willing to participate in discipleship ministries. Some indicated that they
were already involved in other areas of church ministry and were not sure they would have the
time. Others stated that they wanted to focus on family matters at this time. Still others had a
“wait-and-see” approach to the ministry. They would only participate once they saw how the
ministry was being handled and if they liked what they saw happening.
This ambivalence is an area of concern because of what appears to be a lack of concern
regarding the biblical mandate to be and make disciples. This may be a strong indication of a
failure to see that, "discipleship is a non-negotiable responsibility for all churches"240 and that it
is the command for every person who follows Christ.241
Those who replied they would not be interested in small groups comprised nearly twentyseven percent of responses. Some did not want to get involved in the ministry because they were
already involved in other ministries in the church (both those labeled small group and those not).
Others cited lack of time, old age, or complete disinterest in the concept altogether. These
ambivalent and negative responses appear to confirm the point made by Nel and Schoeman when
they write, “Churches shy away either consciously or subconsciously from the implications of
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discipleship. Following the Christ, learning from Him how life is to be lived, then becomes
uncomfortable and inconvenient.”242

Would you participate in a small group?
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Figure 10. Response to question 5.

The final three questions on the questionnaire pertained to leadership. These questions
asked respondents to define leadership and based on that definition, identify leaders at The
Church of the Covenant. The final question asked them to indicate how they thought leaders
were trained at the church.
Just as it is difficult to read books or talk to individuals and come to a consensus on what
makes one a leader,243 so the answers returned by the congregation to the first of the three
leadership questions were a compilation of a variety of thoughts. Ultimately, the congregation
understands leaders as those who motivate, serve, moderate, show charisma, and unite people in
common interest and mission.
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The response to who are the leaders of the church (question seven) brought out an
interesting phenomenon. When asking this second question regarding leadership, the researcher
expected that respondents would answer in broad sweeping strokes. The expectation was that
leaders such as the pastors, elders, and deacons would be named, and in some cases that was
what happened; however, the majority of those responding to the question named the specific
names of those whom they deemed as the leaders of the church.
This shows that the members of the congregation may not identify with leadership in
general terms but identify it with people with whom they specifically connect. Leaders are then
chosen for what appears to be relational reasons. This falls in line with the need to build
relationships. It also connects with the fact that all people have a drive within them to feel
connected and part of a community. The members of the church may be, possibly unwittingly,
seeking exactly what a discipleship group would provide.
Their response provides evidence that leaders need to be developed who have strong
relationships with Jesus, are continuously growing toward spiritual maturity, and who are
connectional and relational. The Church of the Covenant is ready for a new leadership
development program. The paradigm shift for them will be doing it through discipleship groups
rather than educational or intellectual pursuits.
It was clear that the congregation had very little knowledge of how leaders are trained at
The Church of the Covenant. There were references to several activities that might be
considered training and to the education of those thought to be leaders. Others made
assumptions about how leaders were trained, such as seminars on how to be an elder or deacon,
or that they were not trained but left to figure it out for themselves. Still others believed that
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those called leaders may not be at all because leaders were born with a natural ability and not
everyone named a leader has that ability.
The difficulty as is seen in this section on leadership is the number of different opinions
on leadership. It is complicated by the fact that many struggle with whether it is even possible to
train leaders. There is a perception by some that leaders are born with innate abilities. Managers
are made through training. This is being refuted by today’s scholarship. Henry and Richard
Blackaby note that, “Contemporary leadership writing reveals that most scholars believe leaders
are both born and made.”244 This information needs to be forwarded to the congregation through
helping them understand the difference between leaders and managers.
As noted earlier in this research, Mike Breen of 3 Dimensions Ministries in Pawleys
Island, South Carolina, argues that he believes that those in leadership positions in most churches
are not leaders but managers.245 There is a difference between the two. Managers are people
who make sure that everything stays in working order and running smoothly. They are the ones
who control systems and execute the vision of another person.
Leaders are those who start with a vision from God and go about influencing and
developing people into their best selves.246 Leaders lead by what they do and how they live.
Breen describes this as making people rather than moving them.247 This is a more difficult task,
but it is the task that Jesus calls His disciples to do. Breen finishes his thought on this by stating,
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“What we desperately need are more leaders whose lives and ministries look like the life and
ministry of Jesus.”248
The questionnaire identified the deficiencies of discipleship training and development at
The Church of the Covenant. That deficiency, understanding discipleship in its biblical sense,
has led to a misunderstanding of how small groups build the needed community for the
development of spiritual maturity.
The questionnaire also identified that there is no consensus on what leadership is or what
a leader does. If John Maxwell is correct when he says, “Everything rises and falls on
leadership,”249 then the health and vitality of the church hinges upon making sure that these small
groups grow healthy and mature disciples that are healthy leaders. In turn, those leaders will
have to become mentors of other healthy leaders to reproduce leaders in a healthy way that
brings health and vitality to The Church of the Covenant.
The questionnaire identified issues on a broad scale in the congregation, but to get a more
narrowed view of what was taking place at The Church of the Covenant, more personal
interviews needed to be held. The second part of the research did precisely that. It allowed some
to speak what was on their minds freely, without anything to hinder their responses.
Interviews
The interviews were conducted by five interviewers chosen by the Discipleship Task
Group Chairperson. Each was given instructions on what the expectations of the interview
process were as well as how to make sure that anonymity and confidentiality were maintained.
Then they were assigned letters of the alphabet and requested to randomly contact members of
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the church who were eighteen or older and whose last name started with one of the letters
assigned. Each was asked to contact a minimum of ten members. They made their choices using
the church’s directory.
There was no requirement of those being interviewed had also filled out the
questionnaire. As anonymity was to be maintained in both the questionnaires and the interviews,
there was no way to track whether there was any overlap. Each part of the research process was
treated as a separate entity.
Interviewers were given a script to help them prepare a potential interviewee. After
greeting someone and identifying themselves they used the following:
I am calling you because of the letter you recently received. I am on the
committee who is tasked with asking individuals if they are willing to be
anonymously interviewed. By doing so, you are not only helping Pastor Scott
complete the work for his doctoral degree but also future ministries at The Church
of the Covenant. I would like to know if you would be willing to participate by
being interviewed.

If the answers is yes:
I would like to send you a consent form to read before we do the interview. What
would be the best way to get it to you? Can we set up a time for an interview that
allows you an opportunity to read the consent form first? Thank you for being
willing to participate in this project. I will meet with you (at the agreed upon
meeting time and place/format).

If the answer is no:
Please thank them for taking the time to talk to you.250

After this initial contact, the interviewer had been given a set of questions to ask each
person. The interview was centered around two questions: 1) In your opinion, why have small
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group ministries never gained traction at The Church of the Covenant? and 2) In your opinion,
what is the most important thing needed to make small group ministries successful at The
Church of the Covenant?
The first question asked sought to get a deeper sense of why small group ministry had
never gained traction at The Church of the Covenant. The assumption maintained by the
researcher was connected to the history of hostility toward the ministry based on actions taken
many years prior.
Only one person in these interviews referred to any incident in the past that would have
deemed small groups unwanted. This was good news as that meant that the church was letting
go of the past as a newer generation of disciples was rising. It means that discipleship ministry
will be able to spend less time focusing on overcoming this obstacle and more time focusing on
the spiritual growth and health the membership.
The main concerns were with the actions and activity today. Great emphasis was placed
upon society’s lack of willingness to make commitments, particularly long-term commitments.
There is a problem in the church because people do not understand that “discipleship demands an
element of sacrifice.”251 This was the focus of more than eighty percent of the fifty people
interviewed.
The other point of note that was found in the interviews was that people felt that interest
waned in the groups each time they were tried because of a lack of trained leadership. Maxwell
notes, “The effectiveness of your work will never rise above your ability to lead and influence
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others. You cannot produce consistently on a level higher than your leadership.”252 Maxwell’s
assertion is confirmed by the response of these being interviewed.
The researcher found this to be in line with expectations as had been noted throughout
this research. The Church of the Covenant has no formal leadership training program and
specifically no mentor/apprentice system in place. This is a key contributing factor in the lack of
success for these groups in recent years. If this system were in place, strong, spiritually
maturing, and committed leaders would exist who would in turn help others mature spiritually,
drawing them toward being fully committed to discipleship.
Because of the lack of leadership, there was, as could be expected, a lack of
understanding by the participants regarding what the expectations of a group were. This led to
frustration and the eventual dissolution of the groups. “The objective for each small group
leader,” says Joshua Rose, “is to lead in such a way that truth engages life for the purpose of
spiritual growth;”253 however, when the church fails to create a system to create leaders that are
fully engaged in the spiritual maturation of disciples, it will lead to what the Ferguson brothers
say: “When we lower the bar on leadership asks, we make the mission of helping people find
their way back to God seem insignificant, hardly worthwhile.”254
This response is aligned with what Dave Earley says regarding the habits of effective
leaders. He shares effective leaders must have dreams, cast visions, and set goals. Earley says,
"Without goals we lose focus, fail to channel our energy, and are hindered by obstacles."255
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Those obstacles cause members of the group to be confused about what the group is doing and
disillusioned with the leader.
When asked what would make small group ministry successful at The Church of the
Covenant, there were three resounding answers. The first was that there needs to be a better
understanding of that which people might be interested in participating. The second was to make
meetings at various times to accommodate more people’s schedules.
The single-most repeated answer to the question was to recruit and train good and
dynamic leadership. This is in complete agreement with the thesis of this research that a
leadership training system, a leadership pipeline, needs to be created. Creating a small group
system that includes a mentor/apprentice system of leadership development would solve this
issue and create better and more dynamic leaders. This was exactly what the focus group would
test as they gathered.
Focus Group
The final aspect of the research was done with a focus group of six people. The purpose
of bringing together this group was to share the plan to create a discipleship program and a
mentor/apprentice leadership training system that would help leaders rise out of the congregation
and create ministry that looks, feels, and is grassroots. It was an opportunity for the participants
to witness first-hand that “healthy biblical community expressed through small groups provides
an environment where a disciple can grow or learn in all aspects of Christlikeness.”256
This plan included a weekly gathering based upon Dempsey and Earley’s statement:
"Meeting weekly is the bare minimum to provide the right environment for growth and
development.”257 The group shared what connections they were making about what they were
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learning with their personal lives. Rose says, “The outcome for each group member results from
engaging the whole self in learning.”258
The researcher guided participants each week to pray together, to listen to multiple
perspectives on each week’s topic, to challenge one another in their thoughts, understanding, and
spiritual growth, and to pray for one another throughout the week. This was all a part of the
process of becoming a close community. Rose says, “A significant function of small groups is
the mutual self-disclosure and trust among group members.”259
In addition, each participant had an individual meeting with the researcher to see what
they were gaining from the process and to answer questions. As Brian Moss says, "To influence
someone is the fluent transference of an intentional outcome. Influencing people is not about
inspiring them but molding them. When a leader truly influences someone that person becomes
more like him."260 Participants were challenged to identify their spiritual gifts and to pick two
spiritual disciplines from the list below to focus on developing. This was designed to have each
member participate in real-time mentor/apprentice relationships.
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Figure 11. Spiritual Disciplines

Creating this environment is built on the idea presented by Randy Reese and Robert
Loane who share, "Investing suggests we need to begin with paying attention to and honoring the
good work God is already doing in people’s lives. And then we ask, ‘What does this person need
in order to grow more fully into a kingdom way of life?’"261 This idea is not unique to these
authors. This is consistent throughout the literature. It is well summed up by Justin Marr’s
statement: “One-on-ones are imperative for all members of the group as it leads to deeper
conversation and spiritual growth.”262 Each member of the focus group fully engaged in the
process and participated with great enthusiasm.
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One of the disadvantages of the time that the focus group convened was that the COVID19 pandemic was still causing restrictions on gatherings. At The Church of the Covenant,
meeting in person was restricted to only Sunday services. All other committees and groups were
still required to meet virtually. Thus, the focus group was required to begin its work while
unable to gather in person.
This was, at first, viewed as detrimental to the process of creating groups that functioned
as community units. It was questionable as to whether the group could form a sense of unity and
develop the bonds necessary to create growth and accountability; however, that concern was
quickly dispelled as members got to know each other and began to challenge one another’s
spiritual growth.
In the first week, they wrestled with defining discipleship from a biblical perspective and
what the mandate was for the Christian to participate fully in a life of discipleship (See Appendix
C.1). This week was spent by each member clarifying his or her understanding of discipleship
and whether each felt he or she could accept the mandate given in Scripture as a personal call.
The second week was spent focusing on how to develop a life of discipleship and walk in
the way of discipleship (See Appendix C.2). It was at this time that each member was asked to
determine his or her spiritual gift, if possible, and to pick two spiritual disciplines to develop
(See Figure 11). Every member chose to work on his or her prayer life. While there were
differing degrees on what it looked like and how it would function, each member also chose to
work on not just consistent Bible reading, but meditative reading.
As prayer has been identified as the number one need for a leader of small groups, there
was extensive conversation on how each member could develop this spiritual discipline in
complement to how he or she had already been praying. Most members indicated trouble with
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creating a specific space and time for praying and found praying for any significant amount of
time difficult.
Using Klaus Issler, they were introduced to the idea of prayer being done more
conversationally. Issler uses the idea of creating a pause button to be used throughout the day.
Issler says:
I’ve found a simple way throughout my day to slow down to make room for God.
Do we sometimes press a pause button on a DVD player or iPod to attend to
something, and then return back to playing the movie or song? What about
pressing the pause button of life now and then? Just stop what we’re doing and
take thirty seconds – like a commercial break – to have a word with God, the
Sponsor of Life…The goal is take several brief pauses during the day to talk with
God.263
Each member of the group attempted to use this idea in his or her prayer life. The results
were revolutionary. Each member found that he or she prayed much more often and with more
intensity than they had before. They were able to speak to Jesus as a friend and confidant.
In addition, as part of their path toward Christ-centeredness, participants were advised on
ways to make meditation a part of their lives. These conversations began in the group meeting
but were developed in more depth in individual mentor/apprentice meetings. They learned the
art of what Issler calls “participatory meditation.” This is the art of reading a part of Scripture
and identifying with one of the characters. Then the disciple looks to see what is being
said/taught to the character and therefore to the disciple.264
Week three was the week in which the focus of the group shifted to leadership (See
Appendix C.3). At this time, the group began working out a definition for leadership using a
variety of different understandings and merging them together. This would be an ongoing

263
Klaus Issler, Living into the Life of Jesus: The Formation of Christian Character (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2012), 48–49.
264

Ibid., 140–142.

97

process (and proved to be so throughout the week and weeks to come) since the definitions for
leadership are so varied. This was then connected with the mentor/apprentice concept that was
being used to develop new leaders in discipleship groups.
The final week was spent pursuing building the idea of a leadership pipeline through the
mentor/apprentice relationships found in discipleship group settings (See Appendix C.4). This
pipeline was not only the way to develop the next generation leaders of groups and, ultimately,
the church but was also discussed as the catalyst for exponential health and growth of both the
discipleship groups and the church.
During the final week’s individual meetings, the researcher interviewed the members of
the focus group on their experience and opinion regarding whether that experience led them to
believe this process was a viable way to create spiritual growth in The Church of the Covenant
and a viable way to create a greater base of trained leaders. This was the researcher’s main
expectation of the process of having a focus group.
Not only did the members of the group proclaim that they felt that this would work in
The Church of the Covenant over time, but they believed it must. They felt this was a very
positive direction that worked from the bottom up rather than the top down. The process would
eventually attract more people to participate and become active participants in a life of
committed discipleship.
This discipleship model would allow people to participate in incremental growth that
would make a substantial difference in their personal faith journeys. They recognized the same
thing that Robert Logan identifies. Everything must start with small steps. Only a small group
of people are needed to get this ministry to move forward. He says leaders should not seek
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consensus to move forward. “If we try to force the issue, we often run into significant resistance
or we end up watering down what we want to accomplish for the sake of consensus.”265
It was unanimous that this was a viable pipeline for creating next generation leaders. It
would invite people into leadership roles that they would not expect. It would get those who
would not see themselves as leaders participating in leadership roles simply because it leaned
into their gifts and talents.
The ideas were enthusiastically welcomed because they were biblically sound and
because they were fresh and new even though they were based on something ancient. Each felt
that focusing people on their spiritual gifts and developing their spiritual disciplines invited
people into a personal investment.
While all of this completed what the researcher was seeking to discover, there was an
outcome that the researcher did not expect. It was not expected that each member of the group
would experience exponential spiritual growth in an environment that was not operating under
the exact situation that was being developed for the future. Each member was so excited about
his or her own spiritual growth and in the ideas being generated for how the ministry would be
handled in the future, that each asked if it were possible to remain together as a group to continue
to develop and to become the first group of leaders of discipleship groups in the future.
The three units of this research together confirm the problem presented. The
questionnaire confirmed the congregation has drifted from a culture of discipleship. It showed
that much of the congregation is indicating a readiness for small groups; however, the interviews
revealed that there are struggles in the past that will need to be overcome. One of those issues is
well-trained group leadership.
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The questionnaire revealed that leadership is not a well understood concept and that
leadership development is not well organized. The focus group shows that discipleship groups
can both lead participants to a deeper spiritual maturity and be a place where leadership
development can take place.

100

Chapter 5
Conclusion
As stated throughout, the purpose of this Doctor of Ministry action research project is to
cultivate a disciple making leadership development strategy at The Church of the Covenant. A
questionnaire was used to determine that the church has drifted from a disciple making culture
and that there is a misunderstanding of what discipleship means or entails. The questionnaire
also showed that there was not a complete understanding of the purpose of small groups.
Despite not having a clear definition of either discipleship or small groups, the
congregation still showed that it is prepared for some sort of small group ministry. The random
interviews indicated that the lack of interest in small groups in the past is not being associated
with the former antipathy that once existed but with the unwillingness of the current culture to
make a commitment.
The interviews also indicated that the future of successful small groups would lie in the
hands of well-trained leaders. This was consistent with the questionnaire which showed that the
congregation did not have a definitive language for leadership, nor did they understand how
leadership was trained.
The focus group showed that disciple making could be successful if people’s hearts and
minds could embrace the true meaning of discipleship. The use of small groups and spiritual
disciplines showed that a discipleship culture could be reinstated at The Church of the Covenant
over time as greater numbers of people became a part of the ministry.
The focus group also demonstrated that it is possible to create leaders in these
discipleship groups. Actively pursuing mentor/apprentice relationships developed leaders who
were able to take on apprentices of their own.
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The response of the focus group and the results of the research bring insight to the needs
and possibilities for the future of discipleship ministries in The Church of the Covenant and
validation to the assertions and expectations of the research. Discipleship groups are desirable
not only to strengthen the spiritual growth and maturity of the members of the church, but to
develop a leadership pipeline that will ensure future health.
It is evident that this type of ministry can be developed in a congregation that has been
steeped in traditional forms of worship and study and in a denominational setting. It is also
possible to develop discipleship groups in an environment that prevents people from coming
together in one place. This is good news for other churches that might desire to begin
discipleship ministries in any of these types of conditions.
The desire of the focus group to continue meeting and to become the first group of
leaders in the leadership pipeline indicates that there is a thirst for something more. It has
awakened a desire within them to deepen their relationships with Jesus and to see others do the
same. It is the conviction of the researcher that this thirst was awakened by reintroducing Jesus’
call to discipleship and command to make disciples. In addition, helping the group develop their
spiritual maturity using spiritual disciplines has opened their eyes to the greatness of what God
can do in their lives. There is deep desire for community and for growth and spiritual
awakening.
As members of the group develop their spiritual disciplines, they are learning that there is
much more to being an obedient disciple of Jesus than just coming to church or being on
committees. They are learning that there is a much deeper life when they persistently pursue
spiritual maturity in their walk with Christ. New passions for reaching God’s people are
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springing to life as they continue to meet after the research is complete, and they are now in the
process of putting what they have learned into practice.
The members of the group are living into the reality that “Christian leadership assumes a
relational process in pursuit of a common purpose. It is a process which, while expecting
obedience to Jesus’ commands (John 15:10), is devoid of coercive structures that require
accomplishment.”266 They understand the deep need for relationship with both others and Christ.
The group continues to meet on a regular basis267 sharing what God is doing in their lives
and how their interaction with Scripture is changing them.268 They continue to pray with and for
each other and have begun to share the passions God has laid on their hearts.269 Three of the
members are ready to take the next step to lead groups of their own.
The plan is for gradual multiplication. Each member will build a group that is living in
communion with one another and living out the call to discipleship. He or she will identify a
person in his or her group who has potential to be a leader in another group. Taking that person
under his or her care, a mentor/apprentice relationship will be established. Even at the time this
is being written, work is being done to develop a set of benchmarks that will enable the mentor
to know when the apprentice is ready to move to a group of his or her own. These benchmarks
will follow the pattern set by Mike Breen of 3 Dimensions Ministries.
For the apprentice to transition to a leader, he or she must pass through different stages of
training. As stated earlier, Mike Breen divides these stages by placing them into four categories:
unconscious incompetence (I do. You watch.), conscious incompetence (I do. You help.),
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conscious competence (You do. I help.), and finally, unconscious competence (You do. I
watch.).270 Robert Logan adds one more stage (You do. Someone else watches).271 These are
the basic benchmarks. More specific ones will need developed.
Members of the focus group, now rechristened Foundations, have shared their visions for
what their groups will be doing, and what kind of mission with which they are hoping to connect.
One group hopes to share the gospel through worship together and through united mission to the
homebound. Another seeks to draw together a group that likes to restore cars while sharing how
Jesus restores lives. Their hope is to eventually have a ministry that restores and repairs cars for
those with limited resources. The final group is looking to worship God and reach out to the
community using the theater arts.
It is evident from the results of the research that The Church of the Covenant must have a
paradigm shift in the way they think about church if their health and growth and spiritual
maturity are to be improved. This project has initiated a paradigm shift in two ways. The first is
through the focus group. As the group members have learned about and participated in this
model, they have begun to think differently about church and are beginning to share their
thoughts with others.
It has opened the door for them to have a greater discourse with the members of the
congregation. The questionnaire and surveys have caused people to pause and ask questions
about what all of this might mean going forward. It has allowed the idea to be forwarded on a
more personal level by asking people to consider where they fit in this new view of the church.
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In addition, Foundations members are making changes to the way they function within
the body. They have a more invitational approach to the way they are participating in the life of
the church. They are also speaking more freely about how they are growing in their faith
journeys. They continue to develop as leaders and are beginning to act as leaders of the church
even without being “officially” installed in leadership positions.
Much of the paradigm shift in the congregation’s way of thinking will take place in the
groups; however, a broader scope of clarity is necessary. This will have to be accomplished
through larger scale preparations. One of the ways this will be accomplished is through sermons
prepared and presented by the Associate Pastor. These will take the form of a sermon that gives
a clear definition of discipleship, followed by a sermon series on using spiritual disciplines.
This sermon series is an early effort at getting people to accept the need for discipleship
and to prepare them for the invitation to participate in small groups. It is practical discipleship
presented on a broad scale.
In this two-pronged approach, the congregation will not only hear what biblical
discipleship is but will also be given practical approaches to begin living into the process of
becoming spiritually mature.
The team that had been praying for the research and its results has been joined by the
focus group in praying for the future of the ministry and for the upcoming leaders. They have
much work ahead of them as they begin preparing to lead their own groups. The hope is that all
three groups will be functioning by the fall of the same year as the research but no later than the
following spring. At the same time, the researcher has begun the process of seeking out another
group of individuals to mentor. Within the next year, it is expected to have two groups of leaders
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that are mentoring apprentices and preparing to set those apprentices free to lead their own
groups.
The current group will, as part of their leadership, need to deconstruct the misunderstood
definition of discipleship that infiltrates the congregation and reconstruct the true definition in
their minds. It will be incumbent upon these leaders as well as the groups they lead to show the
health and vitality that leads to spiritual maturity which comes through life lived together in
discipleship groups. This will allow those who remain skeptical of the need for groups like these
to see how important they really are.
Not to recognize that there will be potential pitfalls to the process would be negligence.
Leaders will need to navigate through all the issues that come with the power of spiritual growth.
There are always attempts by the enemy to disrupt that spiritual growth. Dave Earley reminds
readers, "Two of the things Satan fears most are prayer and multiplication: Both are in the DNA
of small group life. Small groups develop leaders and equip ministers to take ground from
Satan."272 Whether it is those who fall into the pitfalls of sin, or those who fall away out of
apathy, or the issues of those who cannot agree, leaders will need to work with these members to
restore the health of the individuals in the group as well as the group.
Reese and Loane say, “So much of our leadership work nowadays results in using people
instrumentally to some greater end. Consequently, our visions, our missions, our strategies, our
efforts to help people in general can subtly begin to devalue particular human lives."273 The
church seems to have bought into the modern philosophy that education would solve everything;
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if it could just teach its people more about the Bible and Jesus and issues the world faces,
everyone would be a better person and live a good life.274
The leader must be cautious that the members of the group do not become objects or a
means to an end, but that discipleship and spiritual maturity are the end goal. The mission of
these groups is to develop disciples of Jesus who grow in spiritual maturity and obey the Great
Commission and Great Commandment. As Ferguson and Bird say, “We must shift from being
the hero to becoming the hero maker.”275 Moss describes it this way: "A biblical leader places
the needs of others ahead of themselves doing whatever it takes, even to the point of sacrifice to
add value to their followers."276
This project has not prepared the team for all the pitfalls that could take place, but that is
because it was beyond the scope of the research; however, the leadership program that is being
developed will, using readily available materials,277 equip leaders who can deal with these issues
in a loving, Christian manner that still enables the maturity of believers to be developed.
The group has found that new groups may be formed under all different types of
circumstances. It is possible to create community even amid difficult and trying circumstances.
The fact that the focus group could meet with one another and continue to spur one another on to
spiritual maturity despite the restrictions of COVID-19, even in a virtual environment, new
leaders were developed, and spiritual growth was possible.
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As mentioned previously, there was not much literature found regarding creating
discipleship groups and leadership pipelines in denominational settings nor in settings that are
steeped in what has been deemed “traditional” church. The first group of leaders already
recognizes that there will be much work ahead to begin changing minds regarding what it means
to be a church and what obedience to the call of discipleship requires. There are still members
who are steeped in the old traditions and may not be willing to adhere to the changes that are
necessary to build a discipleship culture in the church.
However, the Foundations group, while recognizing the challenges ahead, have also
found that it is possible to develop these groups within this traditional environment. They
understand from being mentored by the researcher that the church appears ready for the small
group environment. It will require effort to get people to move out of their comfort zones as
spectators into actively living out the call of Jesus in their lives, the call of discipleship.
The Foundations team are confident that this process can take place over time. They are
working to develop groups and preparing themselves for the process of multiplication. They
continue to meet with the researcher to develop their leadership abilities and to learn to mentor
so that they are prepared when the time comes.
It has also been determined that working within the polity of the denomination will pose
little distraction to the main purposes of the groups. Developing leaders through the process of
mentor/apprentice relationships will cause leaders to rise rather than searching through the dearth
of leaders that exists at the present time. It will ultimately lead to leaders who unleash the
passion God has placed within them for the edification of the body of Christ and to the glory of
God.
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It is expected that the process may be slow at first as the second, third, and fourth
generation leaders are sought out. It will take time for the church to transition from its traditional
mindset of church to a culture of discipleship. This process could possibly be slowed with the
advent of a new Senior Pastor or by those who simply see no value in discipleship groups. As
the new generations of leaders arise, it is a goal of the ministry that the church will not only
become more involved but that it will also begin to involve people in the community (at least one
of the current members of the Foundations group is thinking along those lines already).
The desire of the researcher and of the current group is that the ministry will grow and
become a model for other churches. As the largest church in the Presbytery (a regional district of
the denomination), The Church of the Covenant has the possibility of influencing other churches
in the denomination to follow suit and transition into cultures of discipleship. It could possibly
be a door not only to the restoration of the churches in the denomination but also to the
restoration of the communities they serve.
Ultimately, the litmus test for success will be the health of the church as evidenced
through the spiritual maturation of the disciples of Christ. As has been woven throughout the
entire research, mentor/apprentice roles are necessary to achieve this success. The
mentor/apprentice relationships are twofold.
Just as it was for Jesus, the mentor/apprentice relationship is designed to create leaders
who will create leaders. Jesus had many disciples who followed Him, but there were twelve
whom He singled out to live in close communion with Him and to learn everything the Father
revealed to Him. Even in that group of twelve, there were three whom Jesus provided even more
attention and structure. These three were to be the leaders of the early church. Into three Jesus
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poured even more of Himself. Moss says, "The church was birthed by a leader who invested the
majority of His ministry time mentoring new leaders."278
Even so, Jesus also mentored all of His disciples in a way that was to lead them to
spiritual maturity. He devoted His time to mentoring them so that they might become just like
Him. The mentor/apprentice relationship in the discipleship groups also seeks to develop
disciples that become just like Jesus.
This evidence is seen in the development of the fruit of the Spirit in each disciple. Phil
Maynard states that it is labeled as fruit and not fruits because the disciple does not get to pick
and choose but must live out the entire list. This means that a disciple lives a life fully
committed to following Jesus. Maynard illustrates it as a flower (one might refer to it as
discipleship in full bloom).279
Removed to comply with copyright.
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The new leaders may choose to investigate the church and the discipleship groups as
family. While they were not used in this project, some resource materials discuss the
relationships in the church in terms of the family. Families have strong and complicated
dynamics. The family of God is no different. Authors such as Joseph Hellerman investigate this
family structure and how it relates to authentic Christian community.
As the whole of Scripture is set in the language of the oikos and kinship language, it set
the stage for the rapid growth of the church. If the discipleship groups learn to develop in this
kind of environment, they may find another way to return to the way the church functioned at its
inception.
This project has set the stage for this type of development by discussing relationship
building using group accountability and mentor/apprentice relationships. There will need to be
additional training in this area so that the leaders are developed in the art of creating family
dynamics within their groups.
Ron Bennett suggests that Christians go through life stages of faith just as people go
through different stages in their physical and mental development. He uses that process to
discuss spiritual generations using the process of parenting to pass along the faith to the next
generation.281 These may be concepts that strengthen the leadership style and group dynamics of
the discipleship groups that form.
The focus group has already identified this dynamic as they develop as a group and as
leaders. Each of them is at a different level of spiritual growth. As they interact with one
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another, they encourage and teach in much the same way parents teach children or siblings learn
from each other. In their ongoing training, they will need to explore these concepts more deeply
in the biblical context that Jesus uses in His conversations with the Disciples and that the Apostle
Paul speaks of when discussing brotherhood.
The research has clearly supported the assertion that The Church of the Covenant needs
an organized and formal leadership development program. As the congregation has no clear
definition of leadership nor do they have a definite understanding of the process of leadership
development, it is necessary that both be clarified. The evidence from the focus group suggests
that returning to the early principles of the church using the mentor/apprentice relationship will
create new leadership that will be able to lead the congregation into the future while developing
ministry from the ground up.
The excitement generated by the focus group has given a new life to the possibility of
discipleship groups having a better future of sustainability. While it was expected that there
would be limited or misunderstood impressions of what discipleship is, it has become apparent
that there is enough foundation to build upon to begin the process of the paradigm shifts
necessary. It will take time to get large numbers of people participating in church as fully
committed disciples of Christ, but the possibility exists.
As the focus of this research was primarily centered on determining whether a viable
system for creating a discipling culture and a leadership pipeline would be possible, benchmarks
for this paradigm shift have not yet been established. The initial attempt at making the shift was
concentrated on the focus group. They will now be involved in determining what the
benchmarks will be since they have made the paradigm shift themselves.
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The depth of misunderstanding what small groups or discipleship groups are or what they
are meant to do is much deeper than expected but not insurmountable. As the focus group found
quickly that the mentor/apprentice model of leadership development is a viable way to build
strong, life-long leaders, it will be most important that strong, committed, and hard-working
leaders are developed at the foundation of this ministry endeavor.
In the traditional, denominational background of the church, much has been handled from
the top down, both in leadership and ministry. This new line of leadership, as the evidence
suggests from both the literature and the work of the focus group, draws on the God-given
spiritual gifts of the people resulting in passions for ministry that God has given individuals for
the edification of the church body and the community around them. This kind of bottom up,
grass roots ministry will breathe new life and vitality into the mission and ministry of the church.
The Foundations group is primed to be the starting point for all of this to begin. They are
set up to be a new type of leadership training a new generation of leaders. The
mentor/apprentice relationships that they will create along with the relationships that they now
have with one another will be the strength of this new life being breathed into the church.
What is being developed and cultivated by creating a program of this nature is a system
that multiplies leaders and groups. These groups, as they are healthy and growing, evangelize
their friends, bringing them into the fellowship of the body of believers. Healthy groups lead to
healthy members, which in turn leads to healthy churches.282 The sign of healthy members is
spiritual growth and dedicated discipleship.283 Their health will lead to a healthier church that is
evidenced in its mission and ministry to the community. As the groups live out the Great
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Commission and the Great Commandment so the church will. This should cause a burgeoning
ministry of mission and evangelism to explode, and if obedient to the work of the Holy Spirit,
the exponential growth of the kingdom of God as was seen in the book of Acts.
It is important for the church to understand its missional nature and the role that small
groups play in that mission. The Ferguson brothers remind readers:
If your team contributes to the mission of helping people find their way back to
God, then it is missional.284 Too often we go into a situation or a community and
presume to know the form that is most needed to release the functional power of
the Gospel. We first must plant the Gospel in the hearts and lives of people and
then see what form of ecclesia emerges from the transformed community.
Churches should grow out of the mission, not the other way around.285 I believe
that in the next decade we will need something more than megachurches and
multisite churches – we’ll need reproducing churches filled with missional teams
that go to people and don’t just expect people to come to them. We can no longer
be content asking people to come to us. We need to go to them!286
Individuals living a life of discipleship will be able to respond to the command of Christ
to go and make disciples. The Church of the Covenant will be a greater source of hope to the
unchurched people in the surrounding community because their committed discipleship will
cause them to live life in a way that imitates that of Christ and draws others into fellowship with
Him.
The outcome of this research should encourage any pastor or ministry leader who is
developing a new discipleship ministry program in any church. It is evident that it is irrelevant
what kind of church environment into which this type of ministry is developed. It can be put into
place in traditional and denominational environments as well as it can in non-denominational
settings.
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The unique setting in which this research took place, a traditional, denominational,
historically resistant, and a physically restricted context, did not hinder the research. Though
these were gaps in the literature research, they did not interfere with the research to develop a
discipleship culture and leadership pipeline in the church. Ultimately, they ended up not truly
being gaps at all.
This research has concluded that the biblical form of disciple development done through
small groups that focus on relationship building and accountability along with spiritual
development is possible regardless of environment. This was especially evident as the project
was initiated during the COVID-19 pandemic and in a virtual environment. This required a more
conscious effort on the part of the researcher to draw members into conversation and community
with one another and increased the importance of having the one-on-one mentor/apprentice
conversations each week as it was sometimes difficult to hold conversations as a group normally
would in face-to-face meetings.
It was evident that following the biblical forms of discipleship and using the
mentor/apprentice relationships still works today. Jesus’ call to His disciples to create disciples
and to develop new generations of leaders was effective in the first century and will remain
effective until He returns.
The expectation that leaders can be developed through the mentor/apprentice
relationships in the small group environment also proves to be effective in a traditional,
denominational environment. As this first group of leaders gets ready to go out to their own
groups and begin to disciple and mentor others, leaders will be developed, excitement about new
ministries will emerge, and passion to participate in the ministry of Christ will increase. It is
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possible for a disciple making leadership strategy to be developed using small groups at The
Church of the Covenant causing leadership and ministry to grow and flourish.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Letter
January 2021

Dear Church of the Covenant Family:
As a student in the Rawlings School of Divinity at Liberty University, I am conducting research
as part of the requirements for a DMIN degree. The purpose of my research is to cultivate a
disciple making leadership development strategy at The Church of the Covenant, and I am
writing to invite eligible participants to join my study.
Participants must be 18 years of age or older and be a member of The Church of the Covenant.
Participants, if willing, will be asked to participate in one or more segments of the research. All
members are being asked to participate in the attached survey. It should take approximately 10
minutes to complete the survey. A second group will be chosen randomly for more in-depth
interviews. These will be conducted by select individuals and the results will remain completely
anonymous to the researcher. No identifying information will be collected. Finally, a focus
group will be convened for a sample discipleship group to take the information gleaned as well
as a proposed response plan and put it into action. At the end of this four-week research, each
member of the group will be interviewed by the researcher to determine where the response plan
is effective and where it is not. Names and other identifying information will be requested as
part of this study, but the information will remain confidential.
To participate, please complete the attached survey and return it to the church office.
A consent document will be given to you at the time of the interview and focus group. The
consent document contains additional information about my research. You do not need to sign
and return the consent document.

Sincerely,

Rev. Scott Shetter
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Appendix B
Questionnaire
1. What is discipleship?

2. What do you do to develop as a disciple?

3. What do you do to disciple others?

4. What is the purpose of a small group?

5. Are you interested in participating in small group ministry?

5a. Why or why not?

6. What is your definition of a leader?

7. Based on your definition of a leader, who are the leaders at The Church of the Covenant?

8. How do you think leaders are trained at The Church of the Covenant?
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Appendix C.1
Discussion Outline Week 1
Vision: To know Christ, good is not good enough. Growing in faith happens best in small
groups.

You are hearing more and more about discipleship opportunities, particularly in
small group formats. It is important that we, as a church, and particularly as individual disciples
of Jesus Christ, understand why Discipleship Groups are vital to the life and ministry of the
church.
Why does the church need Discipleship Groups? While there are many reasons
for the church to have Discipleship Groups, here are five of the primary functions in which these
groups serve.
1. It was part of how the church functioned and grew from the very beginning.
•

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to
the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many
wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers
were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and
goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet
together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate
together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of
all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were
being saved.” (Acts 2:42-47)

2. They are a place to deepen one’s faith with others.
•

They share their growth and knowledge with you.
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•

You share your growth and knowledge with them.

•

“As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” (Proverbs 27:17)

3. It teaches disciples how to be accountable to one another.
•

“If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.” (Luke 17:3)

•

“Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the
darkness. Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in
him to make him stumble. But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness
and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going,
because the darkness has blinded him.” (1 John 2:9-11)

4. It is an evangelism tool.
•

Inviting those who do not have a relationship with Jesus into groups is a way
of introducing them to Him.

•

“And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”
(Acts 2:47)

5. It is a place of fellowship and of building relationships.
•

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to
the breaking of bread and to prayer.” (Acts 2:42)

There is a biblical mandate for these types of gatherings as we see in Acts 2, but that is
not the only place in Scripture these mandates are found. The author of Hebrews states that a
disciple of Jesus must continually deepen his/her faith toward maturity. It is written, “Anyone
who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.
But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good
from evil. Therefore, let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity,
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not laying again the foundation of repentance from acts that lead to death, and of faith in God,
instruction about baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal
judgment.” (Hebrews 5:13-6:2)
While much of this is taught from the pulpit on Sunday mornings, it is not a substitute for
personal growth toward maturity found in the fellowship of believers who gather to sharpen one
another. Therefore, the author later states, “And let us consider how we may spur one another on
toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of
doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”
(Hebrews 10:24-25)
Our great desire should be to always want more – more of Jesus and more of each other.
As more and more opportunities are introduced, find something that speaks to you. Ask yourself
these questions:
“What do I still want to learn about my Savior and God?”
“How can I still be open to what God has intended for my life?”
“Where am I prepared to go if He calls me to follow?”
“What is the Lord asking me to do?”
“What can I still learn?”
“What can I still share with others to deepen their faith?”
There are many more questions that could be asked, but the key is realizing that God is
perpetually and consistently calling you to get to know Him more and to be deepening your
relationship with Him. Will you answer His call?
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Appendix C.2
Discussion Outline Week 2
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Appendix C.3
Discussion Outline Week 3
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Appendix C.4
Discussion Outline Week 4
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Appendix D
Focus Group Final Week Interview
1. How would this plan for small group ministry successfully draw members into
participation?

2. How do you see this form of leadership development in comparison to current leadership
development at The Church of the Covenant?

3. Is this a viable conduit for creating active disciples of Christ?

3a. Why or why not?

4. Is this a viable pipeline for developing next generation leaders in the church?

4a. Why or why not?
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Appendix E
Informed Consent Document
Title of the Project: Using Mentor/Apprentice Relationships in Discipleship Groups to Develop
Missional Leaders in The Church of the Covenant
Principal Investigator: Rev. Scott Shetter, Associate Pastor, The Church of the Covenant.
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be at least eighteen years of
age and be a member of the congregation. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in this
research project.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of this DMIN action research project is to cultivate a disciple making leadership
development strategy at The Church of the Covenant. This will strive to transition the church to a
disciple making focus more like the culture of the early church through which leaders will rise and lead
small groups. These leaders will disciple the members of their groups and identify individuals who they
will apprentice.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I may ask you to do one or both of the following things:

1. Participate in an interview. This should take less than one hour.
2. Participate in a focus group. This group will meet for four weekly meetings, participate
in follow-up meetings, and conclude with a debriefing interview.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
The Church of the Covenant will be able to be a greater source of hope to the unchurched people in the
surrounding community. By individuals living a life of discipleship, they will be able to respond to the
command of Christ to go and make disciples.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored securely, and only the
researcher will have access to the records.

•

Participant responses will be anonymous.
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•
•

Data will be stored on a password-locked computer. Any data received on paper will be
transferred to said computer and immediately shredded. After three years, all electronic
records will be deleted.
Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged, other
members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside of the
group.

Does the researcher have any conflicts of interest?
The researcher serves as Associate Pastor at The Church of the Covenant. To limit potential or perceived
conflicts the study will be anonymous, so the researcher will not know who participated. This disclosure
is made so that you can decide if this relationship will affect your willingness to participate in this study.
No action will be taken against an individual based on his or her decision to participate in this study.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your current
or future relations with The Church of the Covenant. If you decide to participate, you are free to not
answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please inform the researcher that you wish to discontinue your
participation, and do not submit your study materials.
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email address/phone
number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data collected from you, apart
from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study. Focus group
data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus group will not be included in the study if
you choose to withdraw.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Rev. Scott Shetter. You may ask any questions you have now. If
you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him at 724-222-0190 x115 or
pastor.scott.shetter@gmail.com. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Paul Mark
Simpson, at pmsimpson@liberty.edu.

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than
the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd.,
Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu
Your Consent
Before agreeing to be part of the research, please be sure that you understand what the study is about.
You will be given a copy of this document for your records, or you can print a copy of the document for
your records. If you have any questions about the study later, you can contact the researcher using the
information provided above.
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Appendix F
Institutional Review Board Approval
December 2, 2020
Jerrold Shetter
Paul Simpson
Re: IRB Application - IRB-FY20-21-375 Using Mentor/Apprentice Relationships in
Discipleship Groups to Develop Missional Leaders in The Church of the Covenant
Dear Jerrold Shetter and Paul Simpson,
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study does not classify as human subjects
research. This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods
mentioned in your IRB application.
Decision: No Human Subjects Research
Explanation: Your study is not considered human subjects research for the following reason:
(2) Your project will consist of quality improvement activities, which are not "designed to
develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge" according to 45 CFR 46. 102(l).
Please note that this decision only applies to your current research application, and any
modifications to your protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IRB for verification of
continued non-human subjects research status. You may report these changes by completing a
modification submission through your Cayuse IRB account.
Also, although you are welcome to use our recruitment and consent templates, you are not
required to do so. If you choose to use our documents, please replace the word research with the
word project throughout both documents.
If you have any questions about this determination or need assistance in determining whether
possible modifications to your protocol would change your application's status, please email us
at irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office
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